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The rapid economic development in China since 1978 and the one-child policy 
enacted in 1979 produced a large number of middle class families with only one child. 
Initially inspired by the Western means to affluence, these one-child migrants came to 
the UK (mostly) as international students and remained after their study to take up 
opportunities to gain work in the professions. As the only child they were faced with 
the dilemma of seeking greater mobility in the host country, and looking after their 
ageing parents in China. This research seeks to understand the factors behind their 
decision to migrate or to settle, and how the only-child migrants in the UK negotiate 
filial obligations in relation to their parents in China. The transnational one-child family 
provides a unique case for investigating how families function and change under 
extreme conditions; as well as how traditional family values and practices shift in the 
21st Century within the context of rapid modernisation.   
 
The findings of the research are based on interviews with 27 one-child migrants, 6 
migrants with siblings and 7 parents of the one-child participants. The migrant 
participants are from different regions of China and were dispersed in the UK. The 
majority of the sample has an urban middle class background. By including parents 
and children from the same family, which is rarely done in transnational family 
research, this study is able to analyse the separated household members from both 
sides. 7KH GHWDLOHG DFFRXQWV RI WKH PLJUDQWV¶ OLYHG H[SHULHQFH UHYHDO a multi-level 
decision-making process over the life course of these families, a predominately 
parent-to-child intergenerational material transfer, as well as a reconfigured reciprocity 
between one-child migrants and their parents.  
 
Families represent the most intimate form of a transnational social field. One-child 
transnational families in this study have shown intense circulation of material 
resources, emotion and care forged by the biological bond and family contract; these 
families SOD\HG D FUXFLDO ³EULGJLQJ´ Uole that connects the social spaces between 
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China and the UK. As a result individual migrants are actively involved in relationships 
in multi-layered spaces, and simultaneously influenced by these relationships. 
International education and the globalised late-capital world gave rise to a 
demographic of Western-educated Chinese migrants who are relatively mobile, while 
some aspects of their lives are still geographically bound. By introducing the time 
factor into the family-migration nexus WKHWKHVLVVKRZVWKDWPLJUDQWV¶ establishment in 
the host country and their transnational ties are neither incompatible, nor are they 
static; their relationship evolves with the life cycle of the individuals, and the changing 






How do the Chinese one-child migrants of a middle class background balance 
their aspirations in the UK and their family obligations to parents in China? 
 
Q1: How do adult migrants perceive their up-bringing in post-1978 one-child families? 
 
Q2: What motivates middle class migrants to come to the UK, and what role do 
parents play in migration decision making? 
 
Q3: How does EHLQJ WKHRQO\FKLOG LQD IDPLO\ LPSDFWRQDPLJUDQW¶VHFRQRPLFDQG
social mobility in the UK? 
 
Q4: Given the historical importance of filial duties in Chinese society, how does this 
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The world is multidimensional 
and that gives us headaches. 
We want it to be monochrome 
so it can be clear. 
We want it to be uniform 
so it can be true. 
We want it to be limited 
so we can grasp it, make it stay. 
But its dimensions are endless: 
the world keeps slipping away. 
 
Blaga Dimitrova  
(Bulgarian poet and politician, 1922-2003) 
 
 
The world for the migrant is continuously multidimensional. Migrants want everything 
to be clear. Very little is clear if you are crossing a vast distance to an unfamiliar 
environment, without the security of contacts and with little prospect of immediate 
acceptance by the host society. This researcher wanted everything to be uniform; 
wanted everything to be limited so it could be easily grasped. However, migration is 
heterogeneous; its dynamics and patterns currently change faster than ever before. 
Yet we still ask: Why do people migrate? What happens to them after they migrate? 
What is the impact of migration? 
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0RUH WKDQDKXQGUHG\HDUVDIWHU( * 5DYHQVWHLQ¶V HDUO\ DWWHPSW to generate ³WKH
ODZVRIPLJUDWLRQ´ (1889, 1885), it has been claimed that ZHDUHQRZ LQ³WKHDJHRI
PLJUDWLRQ´ (Castles and Miller, 2009) where few countries are indifferent to the 
opportunities and challenges of international migration, and more individuals are on 
the move than before. While the number of low-skilled migrants in OECD2 countries 
increased by 12% during the first decade of the 21st Century, the 
highly-skilled/educated migrants increased by 70% (OECD, 2013a).  
 
Migrants have been viewed primarily as skills-bearers to be exploited for the host 
FRXQWULHV¶HFRQRP\KHQFHWKHFRPPRQGLYLGHRI³KLJK-VNLOO´DQG³ORZ-VNLOO´PLJUDQWVLQ
research and migration policies. +RZHYHUDPLJUDQW¶V OLIH LVPXOWLGLPHQVLRQDO. Apart 
from being a worker, an individual is also a son/daughter, (maybe) a spouse/a parent, 
possibly a property owner, who perhaps owns a business, and who is likely to be a 
member of several social networks. Furthermore, people are not born a migrant, they 
become a migrant at a certain point(s) in their life. The earlier part of their lives before 
leaving home inevitably shapes their migration decisions and their experiences after 
migration. There is no uniformity to migration.   
 
This PhD research started as a study of the 21st Century new migrants from mainland 
China in the UK. As the initial profile emerged, two features of these more recent 
arrivals became so striking that it was difficult not to explore them further. One unique 
feature is that these young migrants, who are in their 20s and 30s, were born during 
the height of the one-child policy in China, thus most likely making them the only child 
in the family. The other feature is the overall affluence of the new Chinese migrants 
relative to the earlier Chinese migrants, and even the white British population. The 
PRVWGLUHFWHYLGHQFHRIWKLVFRKRUW¶VDIIOXHQFHLVWKHODUJHSURSRUWLRQ of graduates from 
British universities who came as self-funded students. The fact that these young 
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 The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) currently has 34 member 
countries, including the US, UK, Australia and other developed European countries.   
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migrants could afford overseas rate tuition fees and maintenance costs in the UK 
suggests a substantial financial contribution from their parents. Both features point to 
the significant role that family is likely WRSOD\ LQ WKHVHPLJUDQWV¶ OLIHDQGYLFHYHUVD
Therefore, this research highlights the understudied family dimension of the new 
Chinese migrants, and investigates the relationship between space (migration), time 
(inter-generation) and the dynamics of family.  
 
Who are the middle class one-child Chinese migrants? 
 
In the late 1970s, the Chinese government carried out two fundamental policy 
decisions which transformed China, Chinese families, and &KLQD¶V SRVLWLRQ LQ WKH
global order within three decades. One was the economic reform which incorporated 
WKH³RSHQ-GRRU´SROLF\the other one was the one-child policy. The economic reform, 
DOVRNQRZQDV³UHIRUPDQGRSHQLQJXS´, equipped a great number of Chinese people 
with the resources, aspiration and opportunities to go abroad. The number of Chinese 
who migrated has been increasing each year since 1978. The first small peak 
occurred around 1989, which was correlated with the upheaval of the 1989 Tiananmen 
Square incident (Zhang, 2005). However, the mainland Chinese started to migrate on 
a larger scale at the turn of the 21st Century.  
 
7KH QHZ &KLQHVH PLJUDQW FRKRUW KDV EHHQ UHIHUUHG WR DV ³WKH QHZ GLDVSRUD´ /LX
2011), ³QHZPLJUDQWV´%HQWRQDQG*RPH] WKH³WKLUGZDYH´)XQJ
and WKH ³QHZ &KLQese PLJUDWLRQ RUGHU´ 3LHNH . These terms all refer to the 
same cohort: migrants from mainland China after the 1980s who live (semi-) 
permanently outside China. This research will use the reference ³QHZ &KLQHVH
PLJUDQWV´ FRQVLVWHQWO\ WR DYRLG FRQIXVLon. Apart from chain migrants (new migrants 
who join kin in the destination country [Lee, 1966]) and undocumented migrants, the 
new Chinese migrants also consist of an unprecedentedly large affluent demographic 
that belongs to the Chinese middle class which emerged following the domestic 




Of this migrant population, the largest number were students. Statistics in 2011 show 
China as the top student sending country in the world (OECD, 2013b). However, 
whether ³international VWXGHQWV´FDQEHGHILQHGDV ³migrants´ is a contested matter. 
Very few writers acknowledge the distinction, for example, between temporary 
international travellers (tourists and short-stay business people), short-term 
contract-based individuals (students and diplomatic officials) from migrants who intend 
long-term or indefinite settlement (Wellman and Cole, 2011, Wang, 2007). In the early 
2000s, population geographers were still unclear about the differentiation between 
³VWXGHQW PLJUDWLRQV´ DQG ³VNLOOHG DQG SURIHVVLRQDO PLJUDQWV´ (Waters, 2012, King, 
2002). Furthermore, the student-turned-migrant has an even more complicated status. 
:DQJ*XQJZXSRLQWHGRXWWKHXQLTXHVWDWXVRI³SRVW-VWXGHQW´RYHUVHDV&KLQHVH7KH
WHUP³SRVW-VWXGHQW´UHIHUVWR the Chinese who do not return home but seek to work in 
the country where they received training and education; thus they are neither students 
nor traditionally-defined migrants (Wang, 2007:165). Most middle class migrants in this 
study are post-student migrants whose migration status was made up of two key 
stages: the decision to study abroad, and the decision to remain in the UK.  
 
The rapid increase in out-migration at the beginning of the 21st Century coincided with 
the coming of age of the one-child generation. The one-child policy was carried out 
QDWLRQDOO\IURPLQUHVSRQVHWRWKH³RYHU-SRSXODWLRQ´WKHRU\*UHHQKDOJK
Urban couples were allowed to have only one child, but rural couples were allowed a 
second child if the first-born was a girl (Deutsch, 2006). Three decades later, statistics 
show that there are more than 150 million only-children in China; a demographic which 
makes up more than 7.6% of the Chinese population (Bao, 2012$PRQJWKHQDWLRQ¶V
post-¶VJHQHUDWLRQFRPHIURPRne-child families (Lin and Sun, 2010). Children 
who were born in more economically developed regions are more likely to be an 
only-FKLOG )RU H[DPSOH 6KDQJKDL¶V RQO\-child percentage exceeded 80% of all 




China is the only country that adopted a birth control policy to reduce the birth rate and 
thereby slow population growth (Schultz, 2007, Fong, 2004). The population growth 
ZDVYLHZHGDVD³EXUGHQ´WRWKHQDWLRQ¶V modernisation in the late 1970s (Greenhalgh, 
2003); yet more than 30 years later, when faced with a rapidly ageing society (about 
30% of China's population is over the age of 50 in 2015), China ended the one-child 
policy in October 2015 and now encourages couples to have two children (Xinhua 
News, 2015a).  
 
From 2015, while couples in China may choose voluntarily not to have more than one 
child, the Chinese population born between the late 1970s and the early 2000s is likely 
to be the only demographic in human history that was born under the 
no-more-than-one-child imposition. This unique one-child generation grew up in a 
rapidly changing China, where a significant proportion of families became affluent, and 
going abroad (mainly to study) changed from something forbidden to being a 
widespread middle class phenomenon. When the only-children grew up and joined the 
new Chinese migration wave in pursuit of their overseas aspiration, they became the 
³PLGGOHFODVVRQH-FKLOGPLJUDQWV´upon whom this study is focused.  
 
Why study the middle class one-child Chinese migrants? 
 
Since the late 20th Century many Asian societies have experienced rapid economic 
development and demographic changes. Modernisation and globalisation have been 
associated with the erosion of traditional Asian family values. The Chinese state 
enacted a law in 2013 that made visiting or calling parents regularly a legal obligation; 
failure to do so could lead to a lawsuit (Ford, 2013). The frequency of the home-visit 
was not specified. The establishment of the law has been associated with the 
increasingly reported parental neglect in China3. Based on the experience of more 
developed Asian countries, like Japan and Singapore, where the growing number of 
                                                             
3
 See BBC (1 July 2013). ³1HZ&KLQDODZVD\VFKLOGUHQµPXVWYLVLWSDUHQWV¶´ for media report about 
cases where elderly parents were neglected in China. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-china-23124345 Accessed 2 July 2016 
 17 
 
the middle class population correlated with the decline of the norm of filial piety, Leo 
Lewis wrote in The Times WKDW³WKHROGQRUPVRIWKH&KLQHVHILOLDOSLHW\DUHDERXWWREH
WHVWHGWREUHDNLQJSRLQWE\WKHFUHDWLRQRIDODUJHXUEDQPLGGOHFODVV´/HZLVa). 
However, whether this claim can be validated needs more empirical evidence. 
 
Furthermore, since its implementation in the 1970s, the one-child policy was regarded 
in the West in a predominately negative discourse. Media reports of horror stories like 
forced abortions easily associated the policy with the Chinese state as the ³WRWDOLWDULDQ
2WKHU´LQFRQWUDVWWRWKH³GHPRFUDWLF:HVW´*UHHQKDlgh, 2003:163). In the 1980s, as 
the first cohort of the one-child generation started their schooling, the dominant 
discourse of the one-child policy shifted, both in China and in the West, WRWKH³GDQJHU´
RI WKH ³VSRLOHG´ RQH-child generation. The only children were commonly labelled as 
³OLWWOH HPSHURUV´ 7KH ³VHOILVKQHVV´ found among them was UHIHUUHG WR DV WKH ³OLWWOH
HPSHURUVV\QGURPH´DVLI LWZDVDGLVHDVH4. In 1987, the Chinese state made a film 
WLWOHG³/LWWOH(PSHURUVRI&KLQD´ZLWKWKHWKHQOHDGLQJ&KLQHVHDFWRUVLQLWDGGUHVVLQJ
the claimed problems of the ³spoiled´ one-child generation.    
 
From the 1980s into the early years of the 21st Century, the one-child generation has 
been predominately perceived as a ³problem´ E\WKHSXEOLFDQGWKHLU³EHLQJWKHselfish 
RQO\FKLOG´ZDVEODPHGIRUWKHLQFUHDVLQJGLYRUFHUDWHMRELQVHFXULW\DQGFKLOGQHJOHFW
among young couples (Feng, 2013). However, as the one-child generation was still in 
the relatively early stages of their lives, the negative claims tended to be based on 
speculation, rather than lived experience. From the late 1990s, a limited amount of 
qualitative research has been conducted specifically focused on the only children. 
However, their findings were largely based on samples of relatively young people; the 
age of the one-child generation made it impossible to carry out satisfactory studies in 
the previous decades. In this study, the one-child migrants are aged between their 
                                                             
4
 (YHQLQUHFHQW\HDUVWKH³OLWWOHHPSHURU´SKUDVHRU³OLWWOHHPSHURUV\QGURPH´LVVWLOOIUHTXHQWO\XVHGLQ
mainstream media. For example, see BBC (22 November 2013), ³1RVLEOLQJV$VLGH-effect of China's 
one-FKLOGSROLF\´ ,QGHSHQGHQW -DQXDU\ ³2QH-FKLOGSROLF\&KLQD
VDUP\RI OLWWOHHPSHURUV´




early 20s to late 30s with a significant number of them having established their own 
families5. Thus it is possible for this study to obtain substantial material in order to 
explore the (possibly) misunderstood and under-researched life experiences of the 
one-child generation.         
 
Finally, one-child Chinese migrants are at the centre of several intense relations. As 
individuals, their migration took place during one of the most uncertain stages of their 
lives: important life events such as completing education, starting a career, getting 
married and becoming parents, tend to happen to people in their 20s (although starting 
a family is sometimes deferred). Each life event is intertwined with the on-going 
decision about return migration or re-migration to another country. Yet the longitudinal 
feature of the migration decision-making process has not been given much attention. 
As migrants whose social, economic and cultural lives are divided between the host 
country and China, they are very sensitive (and vulnerable) towards any policy and 
social changes in both countries. Therefore, the question remains whether middle 
class migration will lead to transnational advantages or transnational compromises. As 
the only child in the family, crucial aspects of a migranW¶V OLIH, such as care, emotion 
and expectation are intensified, thus making the one-child transnational family a 
XQLTXH³WUDQVQDWLRQDOVRFLDOILHOG´/HYLWWDQG6FKLOOHU, 2004) to investigate how family 
and migration impact on each other.  
 
Why the UK as a focus of migration research? 
 
Compared to Asian-Pacific countries, the 8.¶V &KLQHVH PLJUDQWV are relatively 
understudied. 5HVHDUFKHUV LQ WKH V DJUHHG WKDW ³WKH &KLQHVH ZHUH WKH OHDVW
DVVLPLODWHG RI %ULWDLQ¶V LPPLJUDQW PLQRULWLHV´ %HQWRQ DQG *RPH] 011:211). 
Subsequent studies considered Chinese culture as a barrier to their further integration 
LQWRPDLQVWUHDPVRFLHW\ ³«WKLVYLHZZDVGHYHORSHG LQ WKH ODWHVDQG UHPains 
                                                             
5
 ,QDGGLWLRQ WRKDYLQJ ³ROGHU´RQH-child participants, the fact that the researcher also belongs to the 




LQIOXHQWLDO LQ WKH V«´ &KDX DQG <X  7KH 8. SXEOLF¶V YLHZ RI Whe 
&KLQHVH SHRSOH LQFOXGHG VXFK DVVHUWLRQV WKDW WKH &KLQHVH ZHUH ³VLOHQW´ WKH ³OHDVW
well-NQRZQDQGXQGHUVWRRG´DQGWKH³OHDVW%ULWLVKDPRQJDOOHWKQLFJURXSV´&KDQHW
al, 2007, Parker and Song, 2008). Such a profile remained consistent from the 1960s 
to the 2000s.  
 
However, the arrival of the new Chinese migrants drastically changed the Chinese 
presence and impact in the UK. Because of the attraction of British higher education, 
the UK became the second most popular destination for Chinese students, particularly 
for postgraduate studies (China Daily, 2013). The Chinese arrivals in the 21st Century 
also transformed the education landscape in the UK. By 2009, China provided the 
largest number of international fee-paying students in British universities. By 2012, 
one out of three non-EU students were from China (Universities UK, 2014, Home 
Office, 2013). The &KLQHVHVWXGHQWV¶HQWKXVLDVP for British degrees makes a sharp 
FRQWUDVW ZKHQ FRPSDUHG WR %ULWLVK VWXGHQWV¶ JURZLQJ GRXEW RYHU WKH ³YDOXH´ RI 
university education after the tuition fee for home students tripled in 20126. Therefore, 
DQLQYHVWLJDWLRQRIWKH&KLQHVHVWXGHQWV¶PRWLYDWLRQWRVWXG\LQWKH8K contributes inter 
alia to the debate about WKH³YDOXH´RI British university education.  
 
There is no one source which directly indicates the number of one-child Chinese 
migrants in the UK. The 2011 UK Census showed that there were 152,000 China-born 
residents in 2011, two thirds of whom arrived during 2001-2011, and among whom 
nearly half were students aged 16 and over (ONS, 2013a). The low return rate of 
students during the first decade of the 21st Century shows that many highly-educated 
&KLQHVHRSWHGWRVWD\LQWKH8.DIWHUJUDGXDWLRQ³UHVHDUFKJDSVDUH\HWWREHILOOHGE\
addressing questions such as how this elite immigrant group insert themselves into the 
KRVWFRPPXQLW\´/XN 
                                                             
6
 See the BBC -XQH³6WXGHQWVGRXEWIHHVYDOXHIRUPRQH\´$YDLODEOHDW
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-32991494 Accessed 11 February 2016; Times Higher Education 
$XJXVW³0RUHWKDQKDOIRIJUDGXDWHVVD\GHJUHHZDVQRWZRUWKWKHPRQH\´$YDLODEOHDW
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/more-half-graduates-say-degree-was-not-worth-money 




Three reports about the new Chinese migrants in London emerged in the last decade: 
Young Chinese Migrants in London (Knowles, 2015), The Changing Chinese 
Community in London: New Migration, New Needs (Lam et al, 2009), and Migration, 
Integration, Cohesion: New Chinese Migrants to London (Pharoah et al, 2009). The 
two reports in 2009 mainly focused on disadvantaged new Chinese migrants and their 
social needs. Very limited attention was given to post-student migrants in these two 
reports. The report in 2015 highlighted the affluence of the elite migrants from Hong 
Kong and Beijing, in particular, their tendency to choose gentrified areas to live in 
London. While all three reports raised the public awareness towards Chinese 
graduates in the UK, the gap in understanding these new Chinese migrants in the UK 
is still wide open. To quote Caroline Knowles (2015:4): ³7KH &KLQHVH DUH WKH 8.¶V
fastest growing ethnic group and yet we NQRZOLWWOHDERXWWKHP«&XUUHQWNQRZOHGJHRI
WKH&KLQHVHLQWKH8.DQGLQ/RQGRQXUJHQWO\QHHGVXSGDWLQJ´  
 
Dissertation structure  
 
Chapter 1 provides the literature review. The objective of the literature review is to 
place the middle class one-child migrants cohort in its historical, theoretical and 
empirical context. How new Chinese migrants balance their middle class aspirations, 
filial obligations and transnational mobility lies at the nexus of several bodies of 
research literature. The review starts with a brief historical review of global Chinese 
migration before focusing on the socioeconomic context of Chinese migrants in the 
UK.  
 
Subsequently, the review summarises three approaches scholars take to 
understand/explain the motivation, processes and impacts of Chinese migration, 
namely the economic network approach, the family capital accumulation approach, 
and the Chinese culture approach. The next part analyses the social, economic and 
cultural background of the one-child middle class migrant in a changing China, which 
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incorporates the combined influence of the 1978 economic reforms and the 1979 
one-child policy. Finally, the one-child migrant cohort is examined in relation to its 
aspirations as highly-educated, affluent migrants, as well as being the only children 
with filial obligations to their parents.  
 
Chapter 2 addresses the methodology adopted in this study. This chapter takes the 
reader through the journey of the design, data collection and data analysis stages of 
the research. The design stage involved a pilot study, which helped to finalise the 
answers to questions such as ³Zho to include, how to find participants, and the 
questions posed to them´. The discussion of data collection centres upon the 
advantage/challenge of recruiting participDQWV DQG FRQGXFWLQJ LQWHUYLHZV DV ³RQH RI
WKHP´ ± a middle class only child from mainland China. Finally, the research journey 
takes the chapter to the process of data analysis, including a reflexive account of the 
whole research process, especially to do ZLWKWKHLVVXHRI³WUXWK´LQLQWHUYLHZGDWD  
 
Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6 DUHWKHILQGLQJV¶FKDSWHrs. These four chapters are structured 
in a chronological order according to the four life stages of the one-child migrants, 
namely their up-bringing in China, their decision to come and remain in the UK, the 
process of establishing a career and family in the UK, and finally their plan of future 
settlement. In all the four stages of a migrant¶V life, it was the changing relationship 
with the parents in a shifting society that was the focus of the analysis. Also, in order to 
link the micro-level data to the macro-level socioeconomic context, each chapter 
(except for Chapter 5) begins with a background section that puts the reader into the 
immediate historical and social context of the material that follows.     
 
,Q RUGHU WR XQGHUVWDQG D PLJUDQW¶V GHFLVLRQ made in his/her early twenties, it is 
important to review the kind of family and society where they grew up during their 
childhood and adolescence. Chapter 3 presents a retrospective account of growing up 
in a changing China as the only child in a middle class family. A mixed picture emerges, 
from both the childUHQ¶V DQG WKH SDUHQWV¶ SRLQWs of view, with regard to parental 
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academic expectations, DQGKRZ SDUHQWV ³GLVFLSOLQHG´ WKH FKLOG 6XFK a diversity of 
parent-child interaction not only challenges the stereotype of the ³DXWKRULWDULDQ
academic-FHQWUHG´ &KLQHVH XS-bringing, but it also serves as an indicator of the 
complex family negotiation process as the only children leave home to go abroad.  
 
The one-FKLOG PLJUDQWV LQ WKLV VWXG\ GLVWLQJXLVK WKHPVHOYHV IURP ³PLJUDQWV´ LQ WKH
traditional sense because most of the one-child migrants arrived as students, and later 
switched their status WR ³SRVW-student PLJUDQWV´ Chapter 4 incorporates the two 
stages of the decision-making process (the decision to study abroad and the decision 
to remain in the UK) and uses the ³PLJUDWLRQ PRELOLW\ WUDMHFWRU\ IUDPHZRUN´ as an 
explanatory model. The model highlights the time factor as well as the internal and 
H[WHUQDO IDFWRUV LQ DPLJUDQW¶V GHFLVLRQ-making process. In this framework, parental 
involvement is found to be an important external factor, but its influence is subject to 
an evolution in the individual pathway, parental opinion change, and intergenerational 
interaction.  
 
Chapter 5 focuses on WKHPLJUDQWV¶OLYHVLQ the present. How are these middle class 
migrants, after growing up in a competitive Chinese society, with a British qualification, 
and careful decision making to remain in the UK, getting on with their lives? As much 
as the researcher would like to elaborate RQWKHVHPLJUDQWV¶VRFLDOLQWHJUDWLRQFDUHHU
RSSRUWXQLW\DQGVHQVHRIEHORQJLQJLQWKHKRVWFRXQWU\WKH³VWRU\OLQH´focuses mainly 
on the intergenerational relationship between the migrants and their parents. Arguably 
the continuing support (in forms of money and childcare) from parents has positively 
LPSDFWHG RQ WKHPLJUDQWV¶PRELOLW\ LQ WKHDIRUHPHQWLRQHG WKUHHDUHDV7KH GLIIHUHQW
life-stages of the sample enables the researcher to present a diverse picture of how 
transnational one-child families adjust themselves alongside their FKLOG¶VOLIHSURJUHVV
in the UK. 
  
In Chapter 6 migrant children and their parents talk about their understanding of family 
responsibility (filial piety) and how they see their intergenerational relationships in the 
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future. Given the findings about what the families experienced in the previous three 
chapters, the reflective and indicative accounts of the children and parents at this point 
are shaped by a mixture of social, economic and cultural factors from China and the 
UK, from the ³WUDGLWLRQal´DQGWKH³PRGHUQ´Using the notion RI³IDPLO\FRQWUDFW´WKH
chapter proposes an explanatory model which captures the changing family contract 
from horizontal (distance) and vertical (multi-generation) perspectives. Through 
two-dimensional analysis of transnational families, this research shows the 
simultaneous impact of time and space on the most intense form of the nuclear family, 
as well as the initiatives and compromises made by family members at the centre of 
the changes. The theoretical implications of these changes are elaborated on in 
Chapter 7, which is the concluding chapter of the dissertation.
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Chapter 1. Locating Chinese one-child migrants in the context of time, space, 
and theory: a historical, theoretical and empirical review   
 
There has been no research that is specifically focused on the Chinese middle class 
only-child migrants in the UK. Furthermore, very little is known about how these 
migrants balance their aspirations (as migrants) with their obligations towards their 
parents (as the only child). This literature review has drawn its content largely from 
numerous studies about the Chinese in and outside China from different fields: 
historical accounts of overseas Chinese (e.g. Benton and Gomez, 2011, Kuhn, 2008, 
Wang, 2000); sociological and anthropological inquiries into Chinese ethnicity and 
identity in host countries (e.g. Fong, 2011, Waters, 2011, 2008, Parker and Song, 
2008, Pieke et al, 2007, Nyíri, 2001, Ong and Nonini, 1997, Parker, 1995); 
socio-economic analyses of the emerging middle class in China (e.g. Li, 2010, Biao 
and Shen, 2009, Goodman, 2008); demographic examinations of the impact of the 
one-child policy (e.g. Yi, 2012, Pascu, 2011, Feng and Manson 2004, Hesketh and 
Zhu, 1997); as well as sociological and ethnographical investigations of the one-child 
family in China (e.g. Greenhalgh, 2008, Liu, 2008ab, Deutsch, 2006, Zhang and Goza, 
2005, Fong, 2004) .  
 
The findings in each of these disparate fields have helped in the understanding of one 
or more aspects of the Chinese middle class only-child migrants in the UK. But these 
contributions are necessarily fragmented. How do the UK Chinese one-child migrants 
of a middle class background balance their aspirations in the host country with their 
filial obligations in a rapidly expanding China? There is no one specific theoretical 
framework which can encapsulate such an intergenerational relationship in a 
transnational setting. The research questions in this study find their theoretical, 
conceptual and empirical reference in both migration studies and family studies.  
 
The distinct questions of migrant motivation, migration process, and the impact of 
migration in the host country and sending country have attracted scholars from 
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different disciplines within the social sciences to contribute to the theory-building and 
debate (Massey et al, 1994, 1993, Borjas, 1989, Fawcett, 1989; Wallerstein, 1984, 
1974, Lee, 1966, Lewis, 1954, Ravenstein, 1889, 1885). Similarly, the development of 
the intergenerational relationship in different time, geographical and cultural contexts 
has also been examined by scholars who approached it from various theoretical and 
empirical angles (Göransson, 2009, Goh, 2006, Fong, 2004, Bryceson and Vuorela, 
2002, Becker, 1993ab, Finch and Mason, 1999, Song, 1999, Walker, 1993).    
 
However, the existing explanatory models tend to be restricted to the scope of the 
VFKRODU¶VGLVFLSOLQH, or the time of research. The gap in the research is plain: we still 
do not know very much about the aspiring middle class only child who migrates from a 
rapidly developing country. How new Chinese migrants balance their middle class 
aspirations, filial obligations and transnational mobility, lies at the nexus of several 
bodies of research literature. Therefore, the purpose of this literature review is to take 
threads from various research fields/disciplines and synthesise the key threads. In this 
way, it will become clear why studying one-child migrants and their relationship with 
parents is significant in simultaneously addressing key elements in 21st Century 
migration and mobility, the ageing society and intergenerational relationships, as well 
as the family value shifts in a period of rapid modernisation and globalisation.   
 
The literature review is made up of three parts. The first part reviews the studies of 
Chinese migrants, a demographic which includes the traditional Chinese diaspora and 
the new Chinese migration. The second part analyses the social, economic and 
cultural background of the one-child middle class migrant in a changing China, which 
incorporates the combined influence of the 1978 economic reform and the 1979 
one-child policy. Finally, the one-child migrant cohort is examined in relation to its 
aspirations as highly-educated, affluent migrants, as well as being the only children 





1.1 Overseas Chinese: the traditional Chinese diaspora and the new Chinese 
migration 
 
1.1.1 Studies of the traditional Chinese diaspora 
 
a. From sojourner to settler 
 
The ancient history of Chinese migration is intertwined with state-led expeditions and 
RUGLQDU\ SHRSOH¶V FURVV-border trading activities, from the establishment of the Silk 
Road by early traders and later reinforcement by the Chinese Emperors in the 2nd 
Century BC (Hattori, 2000), to the last, and arguably most influential, pre-modern 
&KLQD¶V PDULWLPH H[SHGLWLRQV OHG E\ WKH VWDWH RIILFLDO =KHQJ +H LQ 1434 (Menzies, 
2008, Wang, 2000). )URP=KHQJ+H¶V UHWXUQ ODWHU LQ WKHGHFDGH until the late 19th 
Century there was a long period of prohibition of migration from China, except for a 
VKRUWSHULRGDURXQGWKHVZKLFKPDUNHGWKHSHDNRI&KLQHVHPHUFKDQWV¶DFWLYLW\
in Southeast Asia before modern times (Wang, 2000). During the early migration 
history the Chinese mainly migrated to Southeast Asia (Poston and Yu, 1990). When 
the Qing Emperors (Qing Dynasty 1644-1912) closed the border from the mid-17th 
Century to the mid-19th Century, the Chinese sojourners who were not able to return 
home settled in the host country and became ethnic minorities in various Southeast 
Asian countries. The overseas Chinese communities thrived, especially in Java and 
parts of the Malay Archipelago (Wang, 2000).  
 
The next phase of Chinese migration covered the period from the decline of the 
Chinese Empire in the mid-19th Century to the Republican period of the late 1940s. 
These were the periods when migration to all parts of the world occurred on a large 
scale. Such migration was initiated by ordinary people and led by institutions, in the 
form of war-time refugees, merchants, as well as coolies (Yun, 2008, Poston & Yu, 
1990). The coolie trade led the Chinese mostly to the new frontiers of America, the 
gold mines of Australia, and even to the WWI battle fields of Europe (Benton and 
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Gomez, 2011, Wang, 2000, Poston and Yu, 1990).  
 
7KHIRXQGLQJRI WKH3HRSOH¶V5HSXEOLFRI&KLQD LQRQFHDJDLQFORVHG&KLQD¶V
border. For the subsequent three decades, there were no new migrants from 
mainland China (Skeldon, 1996)7. The settled and local-born generations elsewhere 
became politically oriented towards their host countries (Liu, 2011). However, the 
Chinese settlHUV¶H[SHULHQFHLQWKHKRVt countries had not been smooth; the Chinese 
ZHUH ³WKH WDUJHW RI H[FOXVLRQ ODZV LQ DOO ILYH FRQWLQHQWV´ %HQWRQ DQG *RPH]
2011:361).  
 
For example, the United States maintained its Exclusion Era against the Chinese from 
1882 to 1943 because it thought that the Chinese undermined law and order in 
various regions of the country (Hsu, 2000); the Chinese in the Philippines were 
treated as inferiors to the Filipinos by the American colonisers in the early half of the 
20th Century; they were later barred from citizenship by the newly independent 
Philippine government from 1946 to 1975, which further alienated the Chinese from 
the mainstream Philippine society (See, 2008). After serving in WWI, the Chinese 
labourers in Britain were subjected to deportation under the 1919 Alien Act when the 
UDFLVW³<HOORZ3HULO´UKHWRULFZDVZLGHO\FLUFXODWHG (Parker D. , 1998).       
 
In spite of the exclusions from host countries during the early part of the 20th Century, 
the overseas Chinese established various diasporic communities. This demographic 
carved its own niche in a number of host societies. The most visible evidence of the 
presence of the Chinese are the Chinatowns in big cities all over the world (Kuhn, 
2008, Luk, 2008, Thuno, 2007). By the end of the 20th Century, approximately 37 
million people of Chinese ethnicity lived outside mainland China, around 70% were 
                                                             
7
 In the 1950s, apart from cadres and students sent to the Soviet Union, a small population flow took 
place from south China mainly to the UK via Hong Kong (Skeldon, 1996). After a short period of 
³HQFRXUDJLQJRYHUVHDV&KLQHVHWRUHWXUQWR&KLQDWRDVVLVWWKHVWDWH¶VUHFRQVWUXFWLRQ´LQWKHHDUO\V, 
the Chinese border was closed in 1958 as the suppression of the right-wing opposition intensified and 
WKHFRPPXQLVWUHJLPH¶VKRVWLOLW\WRZDUGVIRUHLJQFRXQWULHVJUHZ/LX-138). 
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located in Southeast Asia (Kuhn, 2008). Among those Chinese who resided outside of 
Asia, the majority lived in more developed countries (Poston and Yu, 1990). The 
SUHVHQFH RI WKH &KLQHVH RYHUVHDV ³YDULHV E\ SODFH FLUFXPVWDQFH WLPH DQG RWKHU
GHWHUPLQDWHVSDVWDQGSUHVHQW´:LFNEHUJ:177). The next section moves on to 
briefly examine the history of Chinese settlement in the UK.  
 
b. Chinese diaspora in the UK: business, mobility, and identity  
 
Chinese settlement in the UK started relatively later than that in the Asia-Pacific 
UHJLRQV7KH8.¶V ILUVW&KLQHVe visitor was recorded in 1681 (The British Museum, 
2008). However, large-scale migration from China to the UK began after the mid-19th 
Century. The early Chinese diaspora originated mainly from Canton and Hong Kong 
(Benton and Gomez, 2011). Such migrants generally came from a poor background 
and did menial work (Liu, 2011). A most common early pattern among this wave of 
migrants was the objective to make money in the UK and return home for retirement. 
A shift from sojourner to settler occurred from after WWII and the following several 
decades; a period also marked by the unstable political and economic environment in 
China (Benton and Gomez, 2011).  
 
From the 19th Century to the early 20th Century the UK Chinese diaspora experienced 
changes of business openings and opportunities. The various niches have been 
summarised by scholars as ³VDOW-soap-VR\D´7KLVGHVLJQDWLRQUHIHUVHVVHQWLDOO\WRWKH
seafaring groups of the late 19th Century, the laundry business in the early 20th 
Century, and the catering industry from the mid-20th Century (Benton and Gomez, 
2011, The British Museum, 2008).  
 
7KHUHDUHODWHUVLJQVRIWKH&KLQHVHGLDVSRUD¶VHFRQRPLFDFWLYities expanding, which 
indicate their attempts to break away from the narrow catering niche, and their 
seeking greater social mobility. The percentage of Chinese workers (regardless of 
place of birth) working in the catering industry fell from an estimated 90% in 1985 to 
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slightly more than half in 1991 (Chau and Yu, 2001). Recent research shows that a 
larger number of Chinese can be found working in the business sector and health and 
education service (Knowles, 2015). 
 
0HDQZKLOH WKH HDUO\ GLDVSRUD¶V VHFRQG JHQHUDWLRQ WKH %ULWLVK-born Chinese, have 
developed a very different profile; they have enjoyed greater social mobility, and are 
not prepared to be bound by their ethnic identity; they are better educated, and 
culturally more assimilated to British society than their parents were. British-born 
Chinese are more likely to have professional jobs and have become middle class, 
rather than continuing in their parents¶ take-away business (Benton and Gomez, 2011, 
Song, 1999). This group of the Chinese diaspora tends not to identify itself only as 
&KLQHVH EXW DV KDYLQJ ³VHJPHQWHG LGHQWLWLHV´ ZKHUH being neither Chinese nor 
British dominate unconditionally (Parker, 1995). 
 
Among the British-born Chinese, there have not been consistent signs of cohesion; 
nor did the members of the group feel strongly connected to China nor to migrants 
from China (Parker and Song, 2007). Surveys and interviews conducted among the 
China-born population also showed a weak connection with the British-born Chinese 
(Knowles, 2015, Lam et al, 2009). Such a gap between new-comers and long-term 
settlers was not exclusive to the UK. As migration from mainland China experienced a 
sudden increase from the late 20th Century, the influx of new Chinese migrants to the 
host countries (mainly developed Western countries) drastically changed the profile of 
their Chinese population, and these changes have been perceived with ambivalence 
E\ WKH KRVW VRFLHW\ 7KH QH[W VHFWLRQ UHYLHZV EULHIO\ WKH QHZ &KLQHVH PLJUDQWV¶
encounters with the Chinese diasporas and the mainstream society in the UK.     
 
1.1.2 The new Chinese migration 
 
While the earlier Chinese migrants were largely driven by poverty at home, the new 
Chinese migrants consist of more affluent migrants whose reason for migration is 
 30 
 
more individualised. This range of migrants includes professionals, entrepreneurs, 
self-funded students, and other high-skilled workers (Benton and Gomez, 2011, Liu, 
2011). The new Chinese migration is closely associated with the rapid economic 
JURZWKLQPDLQODQG&KLQDDQG&KLQD¶VLQFRUSRUDWLRQLQWKHJOREDOHFRQRP\6NHOGRQ
2007). However, low-skilled and illegal migrants still exist at the other end of the 
spectrum in the new Chinese migration. They can be found working in the Chinese 
ethnic niche, or are employed by other Chinese or non-Chinese people. Such workers 
are exploited and are to be found doing the dirty, difficult DQGGDQJHURXVMREV³-'´
jobs (Thuno, 2007, Pieke et al., 2004, Wang, 2000).  
 
Another factor that makes the new Chinese migrants different from the former 
Chinese diaspora is their place of origin. The new migrants come from all over 
mainland China, while the members of the earlier Chinese diaspora were mainly from 
Fujian, Canton and Hong Kong (Benton and Gomez, 2011, Pieke, 2007, Skeldon, 
2007, Wang, 2000). This factor is believed to have created a barrier between new 
Chinese migrants and the established Chinese community: the most obvious obstacle 
being that the former speak Mandarin while the latter speak mainly Hakka or 
Cantonese. 
 
However, there are more gaps than language between the new migrants and the 
traditional Chinese settlers. For example, the clash of interests between Mandarin 
(mainland new-comers) and Cantonese (Hong Kong settlers) in European Chinese 
associations (Li, 1998); the competition for public service resources between old and 
new Chinese communities in Toronto (Salaff and Chan, 2007); the widened gaps and 
intensified hatred between the old communities and the new arrivals can be found in 
Surinam (Fat, 2009), Italy (Ceccagno, 2007), Zanzibar (Hsu, 2007), and Hungary 
(Nyiri, 2001). Moreover, the new-comer Chinese in the Philippines have been socially 
discriminated against by both local government and the old Chinese community (See, 
2007). Hostility from local residents is also experienced by new Chinese migrants in 




Since the start of the 21st Century, several reports on mainland Chinese PLJUDQWV¶
lives and needs in the UK have been produced by various researchers (Kagan et al., 
2011, Pharoah et al., 2009, Lam et al., 2009, Chan et al., 2004,). Although these 
studies demonstrate the diversity of the Chinese in the UK, they tended to focus on 
the Chinese involved in forced-labour contexts, or those with severe language and 
financial limitations, as well as those with an insecure legal status. What is clearly 
revealed from the research is the inadequacy of the attention and social aid the 
disadvantaged mainland Chinese migrants received from the social services and 
traditional Chinese communities. 
 
It is difficult to say whether such negative encounters of new Chinese arrivals were 
VSHFLILFDOO\ HWKQLF HFRQRPLF RU SROLWLFDO JLYHQ WKDW HDFK FRXQWU\¶V HQYLURQPHQWDQG
policy varies. However, research was mainly conducted on low-skilled, uneducated 
and financially disadvantaged migrant cohorts. Such a global research profile is also 
reflected in research about the UK Chinese, which was largely focused on the 
disadvantaged low skill immigrant, particularly illegal immigrants from Fujian (Pieke et 
DO%HFN$OWKRXJKWKH³&KLQHVHHOLWH´KDYHDSSHDUHGLQPHGLDKHDGOLQHV
for their conspicuous consumption of Western luxury goods and investment in the 
PDMRU:HVWHUQFLWLHV¶SURSHUW\PDUNHW WKH\GHVHUYHPRUHDFDGHPLFDWWHQWLRQIRUDQ
in-depth understanding. There has been very little investigation into how middle class 
Chinese migrants, who are highly educated and hold professional jobs, see their 
future in the UK and in China.  
 
Among the limited research, which has focused on more affluent Chinese migrants in 
the UK, is &DUROLQH.QRZOHV¶ UHSRUW Young Chinese Migrants in London (2015). By 
analysing the patterns of Chinese residential locations in London, Knowles revealed a 
trend of Chinese population concentration in more expensive areas. Her small-scale 
interviews with professionals from Beijing and Hong Kong indicated a more 
individualistic, rather than a Chinese community-oriented, residential choice. Although 
 32 
 
.QRZOHV¶ UHSRUW PDLQO\ WRXFKHV XSRQ WKH JHRJUDSKLFDO LPSDFW RI WKH QHZ &KLQHVH
migrants in London, her middle class subjects revealed a demographic that was 
geographically, socially and psychologically detached from their ethnic community. 
Such a feature can be found in middle class migrant cohorts elsewhere. For instance, 
Christine Avenarius (2007) investigated upper/middle class Chinese from Taiwan in 
the US; her findings showed that this group of migrants was independent from the 
Chinese ethnic network. Their social network was more personalised and they resided 
in suburban areas which were far away from urban Chinese communities. Such a 
residential and lifestyle choice is similar to British middle class migrants who settled in 
the suburbs of Paris (Scott, 2006).  
 
Clearly the middle class migrants have a very different profile of overseas experience 
and survival strategy relative to the less affluent new Chinese migrants, and the 
earlier Chinese migrants who were mostly from modest and working class 
backgrounds. However, the unique feature that distinguishes middle class migrants 
from mainland China and those from Hong Kong, Taiwan and European countries is 
that the former come from a China that has been politically suppressed and 
self-isolated from the outside world for three decades. The suddenness of the 
increase of wealth and access to foreign travel is rare in any other nationality in 
contemporary migration8. In addition to the drastic social and economic changes in 
China, the global environment in the 21st Century, with its changing prospect in the 
host countries, transnational infrastructure and communication/transportation 
technology, also shaped each step of a mLJUDQW¶V decision-making process as her or 
his journey unfolded.   
 
Having briefly reviewed the history of Chinese migration in the UK and the rest of the 
world, the next section examines the main explanatory models that scholars have 
                                                             
8
 Among the BRIC countries, during the past three decades, Russia is the only country that also 
experienced a sharp increase in GDP and the level of freedom to go abroad, like China. GDP increase 
rates of all countries (1981-2015) are available from the World Bank 
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD Accessed 25 March 2016. 
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developed since the 1990s, namely the economic network approach, the family 
capital accumulation approach, and the Chinese culture approach. These three 
approaches overlap and form an insightful debate about why and how Chinese 
migration occurred and was sustained.  
 
1.1.3 Understanding Chinese migration 
 
a. Chinese transnational economic networks 
 
The Chinese migrant networks formed during the history of Chinese migration have 
been regarded as the crucial factor for overseas Chinese survival, expansion, and 
prosperity. Migrant networks DUH ³VHWV RI LQWHUSHUVRQDO WLHV WKDW FRQQHFW PLJUDQWV
former migrants, and non-migrants in origin and destination areas through ties of 
NLQVKLSIULHQGVKLSDQGVKDUHGFRPPXQLW\RULJLQ´0DVVH\HWDOWKH\KHOSWR
reduce migration costs and risks by providing resources to migrants in the host 
country.  
 
Steven Vertovec (1999) defined transnational networks as long-distance networks 
ZKLFKKDYH³GHQVHDQGKLJKO\DFWLYHQHWZRUNVVSDQQLQJYDVWVSDFHV´ WKDWWKH\DUH
³transforming many kinds of social, FXOWXUDO HFRQRPLF DQG SROLWLFDO UHODWLRQVKLSV´
Such transnational networks included agents such as nation states, and formal 
institutions based in a single country. In addition, formal institutions existed and 
operated in multiple countries; non-institutional actors were also a presence (Portes, 
2001). According to Portes, the transnational migrant networks represented one 
manifestation of the non-institutional actors¶ category.  
 
The literature on the development of Chinese transnational networks has been 
dominated by the theme of economic activities. Historically, the Chinese have been 




had the cohesiveness to maintain their ethno-national identity and separateness 
without assimilation into host societies (Light, 2007, Light and Gold, 2000). Such a 
historically accumulated demographic-migrant network is viewed as an advantage in 
the forming, persisting, and the maintaining of transnational ties and activities in the 
contemporary world of globalisation (Light, 2007, Cohen, 1997). 
 
7KRPDV )DLVW GHVFULEHG WKH RYHUVHDV &KLQHVH DV ³E\ IDU WKH ODUJHVW VHW RI
WUDQVQDWLRQDOQHWZRUNVLQWKHZRUOG´The Chinese transnational communities 
ZHUH UHJDUGHG E\ 9HUWRYHF DV DQ ³DYHQXH IRU FDSLWDO´ VXFK FRPPXQLWLHV ³VSUHDG
WKHPVHOYHVIRUHFRQRPLFUHDVRQV´7KH6RXWK$VLDQ&KLQHVHWUDQVQDWLRQDO
migrant network has benefited from powerful family ties and kinship connection; it is 
perpetuated by business linkage, marriage and religious communities (Benton and 
Gomez, 2011, Wong, 2001). In the US, the Chinese constitute the second largest 
migrant group9, and is believed to contribute to future chain migration (Yin, 2007). The 
majority of French Chinese arrived through networks built by old and new migrant 
communities (Pina-Guerassimoff, 2006). The Chinese traders in Italy were found to 
rely heavily on importing goods from China, thus their strong relationship with 
suppliers in China would seem to follow (Ceccagno, 2007). 
 
However, the migrant network theory, proposed and elaborated by Massey and 
colleagues, was largely built upon earlier economic/labour migrants with limited 
resources, who were exploited by the unequal global system for their cheap labour 
and desire to send remittances home. It was not until the mid-1990s that scholars 
started to pay attention to how the affluent and privileged Chinese migrants shaped 
Chinese transnationalism. Aihwa Ong and her colleagues (Ong, 1999, Ong and 
1RQLQL0LWFKHOO  LQWURGXFHG WKHFRQFHSWRI ³IOH[LEOH FLWL]HQVKLS´DQG LWV
role in transnational capital accumulation strategy. By incorporating the migration 
                                                             
9
 Statistics in 2010 showed that Chinese migrants represented the second largest foreign-born 
demographic in the US, following the Mexicans. In 2013 Indian migrants took over and became the 
second largest foreign-born demographic in the US. See 
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/chinese-immigrants-united-states-1 and 




higher income (economic capital) was extended to include the accumulation of other 
forms of capital, namely cultural, social and symbolic capital.  
 
2QJ DQG 1RQLQL FODLPHG WKDW ³LW LV LPSRVVLEOH WR XQGHUVWDQG VXFK WUDQVnational 
phenomena unless strategies of accumulation by Chinese under capitalism are 
examined, for such strategies penetrate these phenomena and are in turn affected by 
WKHP´  7KH HPHUJHQFH RI ³HQWLUHO\ QHZ VHFWRUV RI SURGXFWLRQ´ DQG WKH
³VSHHGXS RI DOO DVSHFWV RI HFRQRPLF OLIH´ JHQHUDWHG new, flexible production, 
consumption and accumulation of capital (Ong and Nonini, 1997:10). Therefore, as 
Ong (1999) argued, the transnational community is constituted of the highly mobile, 
IOH[LEOH³JOREDOFLWL]HQ´IRUZKRPQRWLRQVRIWKH³QDWLRQ-VWDWH´KDYHEHFRPHLUUHOHYDQW
(Yang, 2011, Wong, 2003). Miller (2001:2) put such a strategy more plainly as the 
VHHNLQJ ³DFFHVV WR DV PDQ\ rights as possible while falling prey to as few 
responsibilities as possible´ >HPphasis original]. While such a migration strategy 
raised concerns for the relationship between individuals and states, it also brought the 
family under the spotlight because of the role family often played in initiating, 
sustaining and benefiting from ³IOH[LEOHFLWL]HQVKLS´VWUDWHJLHV.  
 
b. Family capital accumulation strategy  
 
HaYLQJ OLPLWHG FRQQHFWLRQ ZLWK WUDGLWLRQDO &KLQHVH FRPPXQLWLHV WKH ³HOLWH´&KLQHVH 
migrants may have benefited from their personal social and economic networks both 
at home and in the host countries. +RZHYHUZKDWWKH³HOLWH´&KLQHVHPLJUDQWVKDGLQ
common with the traditional Chinese diaspora was the significant role of the family in 
generating and sustaining their transnational networks. A common pattern found 
among the trans-Pacific Chinese families was characterised DVDQ³DVWURQDXWIDPLO\´
the term referred to the process where one parent accompanied the children to the 
host country while the other parent (usually the father) stayed in the home country to 
earn money; he would travel regularly between his family and work (Tsong and Liu 
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2009, Huang and Yeoh 2005, Waters, 2005, Ong 2003). Similarly, widely used terms 
OLNH³3DFLILFVKXWWOH´DQG³SDUDFKXWHNLGV´/H\7VDQJHWDO=KRX
also reflected an education-motivated, child-centred trans-Pacific migration 
arrangement. This kind of family arrangement was based on the idea of gaining 
cultural and social capital in the host country and economic capital in the home 
country.            
 
7KH ³IDPLO\ FDSLWDO DFFXPXODWLRQ VWUDWHJ\´ PRGHO HFKRHV WKH QHZ HFRQRPLFV RI
migration" theory which views migration as a household decision to minimize risks to 
family income, or to overcome capital constraints on family production activities by 
diversifying the allocation of household resources (Stark, 1991, 1984). While the latter 
described the survival strategy for poorer households to control the risks to their 
economic well-being (Benton and Gomez, 2011, Parreñas, 2005, Wang, 2001), the 
IRUPHUDSSHDUVWREHDQ³XSJUDGHG´YHUVLRQZKLch described how affluent players take 
advantage of the transnational migration field to consolidate and further increase their 
existing wealth and social security.   
 
$OWKRXJK VXFKD GLVFRXUVH SURYLGHG DQHFRQRPLF ORJLF ZKLFK H[DPLQHG WKH ³QHZ´
Chinese mobility as an active family capital-accumulating strategy, it risked 
over-VLPSOLI\LQJPLGGOHFODVV&KLQHVHIDPLOLHV¶WUDQVQDWLRQDOSUDFWLFHE\DVVXPLQJD
similar (high) level of flexibility and sustainability. An early study, by Anita Mak, 
suggested that the high-VNLOOHG +RQJ .RQJ PLJUDQWV¶ VKXWWOLQJ EHWZHHQ FRXQWULHV
usually taken as a sign of transnational mobility, was in fact a compromise in solving 
the career-family dilemma (1997). Since the turn of the century, a growing body of 
literature based on more recent empirical findings has started to shed different light on 
2QJ¶VRULJLQDOIUDPHZRUN  
 
-RKDQQD :DWHUV¶ ORQJLWXGLQDO UHVHDUFK RQ +RQJ .RQJ7DLZDQ &KLQHVH ZRPHQ LQ




their long-term experience. While her participants appeared to be practising similar 
³IOH[LEOH FLWL]HQVKLS´ WKHLU IHHOLQJV DQG VHQVH RI EHORQJLQJ WHQGHG WR EH ORFDOL]HG
FXUWKHUPRUH :DWHUV REVHUYHG WKDW RYHU WLPH VRPH ZLYHV LQ ³DVWURQDXW IDPLOLHV´
showed progressive empowerment while others experienced regressive 
powerlessness, thus highlighting the importance of time in the transnationalism 
experience. In addition, ElaiQH+R¶V (2008) study of Singaporean migrants in London 
KLJKOLJKWHG WKH DPELYDOHQW UROH WKDW IDPLO\ SOD\HG LQ LQIOXHQFLQJ LWV PHPEHUV¶
transnational mobility: 
 
As much as highly skilled and capital-endowed transnational migrants may capitalise 
upon the geographical dispersal of family members to seek citizenship status in 
other countries, familial considerations and restrictive citizenship regulations in the 
country of origin may equally act as the reasons for eventual return (Ho, 2008:162). 
 
+R¶V 6LQJDSRUHDn interviewees had to renounce their Singapore citizenship if they 
attained British citizenship. Such a complication also applied to migrants from 
mainland China, but not to Chinese citizens from Hong Kong10 or Taiwan. The clash 
of dual-nationality recognition between host and home country restricted the level of 
³IOH[LELOLW\´ LQ WKH 6LQJDSRUHDQV¶ DQGPDLQODQG &KLQHVH WUDQVQDWLRQDOPRELOLW\ DQG
complicated their long-term settlement decision. However, the problems caused by 
the prohibition of dual-nationality status by certain countries were overlooked by the 
³IOH[LEOHFLWL]HQVKLS´IUDPHZRUN       
 
Furthermore, Weiqiang Lin (2012) pushed the argument further by questioning the 
³SODQQLQJ VWDJH´RI WKH ³IDPLO\ FDSLWDO DFFXPXODWLRQ VWUDWHJ\´ +DYLQJ REVHUYHG the 
difference between his Singaporean cohort among other new East Asian migrants, Lin 
IRXQGD OHVV ³FDOFXODWLYH´PRWLYDWLRQDPRQJ WKHPLGGOH FODVV6LQJDSRUHDQs; rather, 
                                                             
10
 Hong Kong citizens were allowed to have dual nationality before the transfer of sovereignty from the 
UK to China in 1997. In principle, the Nationality Law of the PRC applied to Hong Kong citizens from 1 
July, 1997, however, because of the historical and ethnic reasons, some Hong Kong citizens were able 
to keep dual nationality after 1997.       
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WKH\ ZHUH ³PRUH ORRVHO\ JXLGHG DQG DUH SURSHOOHG E\ DQ DOPRVW WDNHQ-for-granted 
ambiWLRQ WR EH µFRVPRSROLWDQ¶´  7KXV /LQ DUJXHG IRU WKH ³SRVVLELOLW\ RI
DOWHUQDWLYH UHDOLWLHV ZLWKLQ PDQ\ &KLQHVH WUDQVQDWLRQDOLVPV´ :LWKRXW LQ DQ\ ZD\
UHMHFWLQJ 2QJ¶V WKHRU\ VFKRODUV KDYH DPHQGHG WKH IUDPHZRUN WR UHIOHFW FXUUHQW
notions of migranW³UHDOLW\´0HDQZKLOHWKH³UHDOLW\´FRQWLQXHGWRFKDQJHUHJDUGOHVVRI
the development of the theory. Therefore, more up-to-date research is needed to 
catch up with this dynamic transnational field.   
 
The shift in focus from the disadvantaged to the affluent Chinese transnational 
networks in the 1990s was in part a response to the growing presence of affluent 
&KLQHVHPLJUDQWVIROORZLQJWKH³(DVW$VLDQPLUDFOH´RIWKHV7KH³PLUDFOH´ZDV
marked by the rapid economic development of the Four Asian Tigers, namely Hong 
Kong, Taiwan, Singapore and South Korea. Thus it was not surprising to find that the 
majority of affluent Chinese transnationalism theories were based on observing 
Chinese migrants from Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore. There was very limited 
mention of affluent migrants from mainland China because they entered the stage 
PXFKODWHUWKDQWKHLUFRXQWHUSDUWVLQ(DVW$VLD<HWWKHVH³QHZFRPHUV´KDYHVKDSHG
the influence of overseas Chinese in terms of their sheer number, purchasing power, 
as well as their pursuit of an overseas education.   
 
0HDQZKLOH DV PRUH ³PLGGOH UDQJH´ &KLQHVH MRLQHG WKH WUDQVQDWLRQDO ILHOG WKH
GHILQLWLRQRIDQ³DIIOXHQW´&KLQHVHSHUVRQEHFDPHEOXUUHG7KH³HOLWH&KLQHVH´LQWKH
1990s may have been referred to as entrepreneurs who owned businesses in Hong 
Kong and properties in Canada. In the second decade of the 21st Century, a top British 
university graduate working in a finance-related job, which paid for the mortgage in 
London, PD\ DOVR KDYH EHHQ UHIHUUHG WR DV DQ ³HOLWH &KLQHVH´ 8QOLNH WKH ULFK
entrepreneurs who can obtain permanent residency or citizenship by making a 
substantial financial investment, the professional migrants are subject to rigorous 
points-based assessments, and several years of waiting (Liu, 2016, Knowles, 2015). 
In this respect, the professionally skilled migrants were more likely to have a different 
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plan for their transnational mobility relative to the rich entrepreneurs.  
  
As the profile (age, education, resource) of the relatively more affluent migrants 
became more complex, the type of migration arrangement shifted accordingly. Unlike 
trans-Asia-3DFLILF ³DVWURQDXW IDPLOLHV´ WKH W\SLFDO SDWWHUQ RI WKH RQH-child 
transnational family in this study constitutes both mother and father living in China and 
the only child living overseas. +RZHYHU GLIIHUHQW IURP ³SDUDFKXWH NLGV´ ZKR ZHUH
underage students and needed guardians, the majority of the only children arrived in 
the UK in their 20s. Parents of these one-child migrants showed a lower degree of 
mobility when compared to their counterparts in the aforementioned trans-Asia-Pacific 
families. Unlike middle class parents from Hong Kong and Singapore, for whom 
international migration had been a central feature of their family history (Göransson 
2009, Waters 2005, Skeldon 1994), mainland Chinese parents were deeply rooted in 
their home community.  
 
Therefore, the one-child Chinese transnational families in this study represent an 
alternative transnational family model. In this model, husband and wife do not 
experience separation and there is less demand for change to the career and lifestyle 
of both the father and mother. The family physical co-presence (in most cases) 
GHSHQGV RQ WKH FKLOG¶V WUDYHlling between China and the host country, while in 
³DVWURQDXW IDPLOLHV´ LWZDV XVXDOO\ WKH IDWKHUKXVEDQGZKRGLG WKH ³VKXWWOLQJ´7KH
tension of separation shifted from between husband and the rest of the family to 
between the only child and parents.           
 
c. The influence of Chinese culture 
 
Migrants and overseas diasporas are inevitably subject to the influence of the culture 
of their original country. The Chinese differ from many other diasporas in their 
relatively limited religious belief. Instead, the traditional Chinese culture, centred upon 




FXOWXUH´DVVXFK it is beyond the scope of this literature review to address this matter. 
Nevertheless, how the so-FDOOHG ³&KLQHVH FXOWXUH´ LV XVHG LQ &KLQHVH PLJUDWLRQ
literature will be briefly examined.  
 
,Q FHOHEUDWLQJ ³IDPLO\ EXVLQHVV HPSLUHV WKURXJKRXW WKH $VLD 3DFLILF´ (Nonini, 
1997:203), Chinese culture was believed to be a crucial factor that contributed to the 
³JOREDOVXFFHVV´RIWKHRYHUVHDV&KLQHVH,QWKHV-RKQ.DRFDOOHGWKH&KLQHVH
HWKQLF EXVLQHVV LQ DQG RXWVLGH RI &KLQD ³WKH ZRUOG¶V IRXUWK HFRQRPLF SRZHU´
+HDUJXHGWKDWWKHVH³&RQIXFLDQ-VW\OHIDPLO\YHQWXUHV´benefited from the 
patriarchal structure which valued the authority of the head of the family/company, as 
ZHOODVWKH³&RQIXFLDQWUDGLWLRQRIKDUGZRUNWKULIWDQGUHVSHFWIRURQH¶VVRFLDOQHWZRUN´
)XUWKHUPRUH ³&KLQHVHQHVV´ZDVEHOLHYHG WRDFWDV WKHFRPPRQJround 
that blurred the boundaries between China and the overseas Chinese. This 
perception of identity encouraged people of Chinese descent in different parts of the 
world to reclaim their Chinese ethnic status. Such a cultural influence was what Aihwa 
Ong FDOOHG³WULXPSKDQW&KLQHVHFDSLWDOLVP´2QJ    
 
However, only a very few Chinese family businesses thrived and expanded to the 
OHYHO WKDW FDQ EH FDOOHG D ³IDPLO\ EXVLQHVV HPSLUH´ 0RVW &KLQHVH PLJUDQWV ZHUH
(partly) forced to start their own business as a survival strategy when other options 
were closed in the host countries. Because many migrant groups were relatively 
disadvantaged in the local labour market, small labour-intensive businesses which 
required only a low entry standard, such as restaurants, taxi-driving and grocery 
stores, became WKHPLJUDQWV¶FKRLFHIRUPDNLQJDOLYLQJ6RQJ7KHUHDVRQZK\
Chinese businesses tended to operate on a family basis, according to Benton and 
*RPH]ZDVWKDWWKHIDPLO\ZDV³DVROXWLRQWRthe problems migrants faced 
in securing start-XS FDSLWDO DQG KLULQJ ODERXU´ 7KH\ IXUWKHU DUJXHG WKDW WKH IDPLO\
enterprise, as a business modelZDV³DSURPLQHQWIHDWXUHRIWKHPLJUDQWJHQHUDWLRQ´, 




In her in-depth research about family-run Chinese take-away businesses in the UK, 
Miri Song noted that ³WKH&KLQHVHKDYHEHHQmythologized as paragons of a strong 
family orientation [HPSKDVLVPLQH@´DQGLWFDQQRWEHVLPSO\DVVXPHGWKDWWKH&KLQHVH
children who worked in take-aways will be unproblematically committed to family 
³EDVHG XSRQ HQGXULQJ DQG µQDWXUDO¶ QRUPV RI IDPLO\ REOLJDWLRQV DQG IHHOLQJV RI
DIIHFWLRQ´6RQJ-)XUWKHUPRUH6RQJ¶VUHVHDUFKVKRZHGWKDWWKHPDMRULW\
of take-away owners did not want their children to stay in the catering business; they 
wanted them to obtain a higher education and have a professional career.  
 
Such a finding is consistent with other research about the UK Chinese migrants who 
own a catering business (Benton and Gomez, 2011, Parker, 1995), and it is also 
consistent with the fact that more second-generation of Chinese migrants left the 
catering business and had professional jobs. The one-child migrants in this study 
represent the kind of professional middle class that the earlier take-away owners 
wanted for their next generation in the UK: working in a mainstream industry outside 
of the ethnic niche. Although these professional migrants (and the British-born 




The capital/talent-bearing overseas Chinese cohort is desirable for both the Chinese 
state and the host country. While Western host countries developed selective visa 
policies and business investment schemes to filter and attract the types of migrants 
they wanted, the Chinese government, since its 1978 economic reform, invoked 
³&KLQHVHLGHQWLW\´LQLWVSURSDJDQGDWRDWWUDFWIRUHLJQLQYHVWPent and return migration 
of professionals. Research so far has questioned the motivation behind the Chinese 
GLDVSRUD¶VUH-connection with China. For example, China attracted more than half of 
its foreign investment from the diaspora (Liu, 2011): does such financial transfer 
demonstrate the power of cultural/home land ties? Or is it no more than a product of 
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attractive business conditions offered by the Chinese government (Benton and 
Gomez, 2011, Nyiri, 2001)?  
 
7KHDZDUHQHVVRIWKHLURIIVSULQJ¶V&KLQHVHFXOtural education, especially to preserve 
their linguistic ability, was also found among former Hong Kong migrants (Benton and 
Gomez, 2011), and more recent mainland professional migrants in the UK (Zhang, 
2005). Drawing on Chinese culture in order to (re)establish an overseas Chinese 
identity and sense of belonging has been common among the Chinese migrant 
community, especially the second generation (Parker and Song, 2008, 2007, Ang, 
3DUNHU+RZHYHUDEHWWHUFDUHHURSSRUWXQLW\LQ&KLQD¶VULVLQJ economy 
was also mentioned as a motivation for second-generation Chinese to learn Mandarin 
(Benton and Gomez, 2011, Zhang, 2005). Therefore, the &KLQHVH PLJUDQWV¶ 
motivation behind the (re)connection with China, and learning the Chinese language 
may not be dominated by culture, but a mixture of cultural, economic and (perhaps) 
political factors.   
 
Slightly different from previous Chinese migrants, Hong Liu pointed out that the new 
Chinese migrants ³KDYH EHHQ JHQHUDOO\ YLHZHG DV DQ DVVHW E\ WKH &KLQHVH VWDWH´ 
because of the perceived value (the large number of highly educated professionals) 
and loyalty to the PRC: 
  
They were born and educated in China with substantial family ties in the homeland, 
the government and public in general are able to identify politically and culturally with 
those compatriots, and vice-versa (Liu, 2011: 824). 
 
Growing up in China, the new Chinese migrants were more exposed to the political 
ideology promoted by the Chinese state than any other groups of overseas Chinese. 
The successful hybrid of filial piety and political loyalty was highlighted in Vanessa 
)RQJ¶V UHVHDUFK  DPRQJ WKH RQH-child students in Dalian (a city in northern 
China) who were about to study abroad. She called this hybridity, which was 
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pervasive among her yRXQJSDUWLFLSDQWV³ILOLDOQDWLRQDOLVP´,WZDVFKDUDFWHULVHGDVD 
 
VWURQJVHQVHRIOR\DOW\WR&KLQD«EDVHGRQWKHLGHDRIDQLPDJLQHGIDPLO\LQZKLFK
China was identified with a long-suffering parent who deserved the filial devotion of 
her children, despite her flaws (Fong, 2011:52). 
 
+RZZHOOGRHVVXFK³ILOLDOQDWLRQDOLVP´WUDYHOZLWKWKHQHZ&KLQHVHPLJUDQWVUHPDLQV
WR EH VHHQ 7KH SROLWLFLVDWLRQ RI ³&KLQHVH FXOWXUH´ IXUWKHU FRPSOLFDWHG WKH UROH RI
culture in the new Chinese migration. When a young professional migrant decided to 
move back to China for parental reasons (see Chapter 6), for example, to what extent 
was her sense of family responsibility (consciously or subconsciously) culturally 
embedded or politically indoctrinated?  
 
The new Chinese migrants came from a society where traditional Chinese culture had 
been deeply intertwined with politics and extreme changes in values: the Cultural 
Revolution from 1966-1976 rejected most aspects of the traditional Chinese value 
V\VWHPDVZHOODV³:HVWHUQFXOWXUH´6KRUWO\DIWHUWKHHQGRIWKH&XOWXUDO5HYROXWLRQ
the economic reform and open-door policy in 1978 welcomed aspects of the West, a 
market economy was encouraged, the traditional Chinese culture was also promoted. 
Growing up in such a culturally distorted context, the new Chinese migrants were 
likely to have had DYHU\GLIIHUHQWQRWLRQRI³&KLQHVHFXOWXUDOYDOXHV´ in comparison 
with their predecessors. The next section examines the economic, social and culture 
environment in contemporary China. 
 
1.2 The changing China: the influence of the 1978 economic reform and the 1979 
one-child policy 
 





VFDOH DQG WKH SROLWLFDO HQYLURQPHQW &KLQD¶V GUDPDWLF economic development and 
VRFLDOFKDQJHVWDUWHGZLWK ILVFDO UHIRUP LQ WKHV ³ZHDOWKFUHDWLRQ´DQG ³ZHDOWK
FRQFHQWUDWLRQ´ UHGLVWULEXWHG DOO IRUPV RI UHVRXUFHV ,Q WKH VKRUW SHULRG RI WKUHH
GHFDGHV&KLQDZDVWUDQVIRUPHG³IURPEHLQJRQHRIWKHPRVWHJDOLtarian countries to 
EHLQJRQHRIWKHPRVWXQHTXDO´%LDRDQG6KHQ7KHUDSLGSULYDWL]DWLRQRI
state-controlled enterprises opened up the market, and made available goods, jobs 
and services, as well as intensifying competition for economic, cultural and political 
resources. Within two decades, social stratification became the salient feature based 
RQ WKH LQGLYLGXDO¶VSHUIRUPDQFH LQ WKHPDUNHW-orientated economy (Bian, 2002). So 




to have emerged as a state-SODQQHGSKHQRPHQRQUDWKHUWKDQ³DUHDOKLVWRULFDOIRUFH´
RXW RI ³D KLVWRU\ RI SROLWLFDO VWUXJJOH DQG PRELOL]DWLRQ´ &URVVOH\  7KH
Chinese middle class grew in a society that had a state-imposed and state-maintained 
economic policy which incorporated both agrarian and urban-industrial bases (Li, 
2010a, Li, 2010b, Goodman, 2008). The context of the emergence of the middle class 
ZDV³DYHU\SDUWLFXODUSRVW-VRFLDOLVW&KLQHVHµVLWXDWLRQ¶ZKHUHVRFLDOFXOWXUDOSROLWLFDO
and economic forces, including the Party, the state and multinational capital, intersect 
and jostle for legiWLPDF\ DQG VXFFHVV´ 'RQDOG DQG <L  7KH &KLQHVH
OHDGHUVKLS³FDOOHGIRUµHQlarging the size of the middle-LQFRPHJURXS¶´WRJLYH³KRSHWR
WKHFRXQWU\¶VVWLOOPDVVLYHXQGHUFODVV´/LE'HYHORSLQJDPLGGOHFODVVZDV
said to be a way of expanding individual initiatives and self-driven economic growth 
(Goodman, 2008).  
 
7KH PHPEHUVKLS RI WKH PLGGOH FODVV H[SDQGHG UDSLGO\ ³1HYHU LQ KLVWRU\ KDYH VR
PDQ\ SHRSOH PDGH VR PXFK HFRQRPLF SURJUHVV LQ RQH RU WZR JHQHUDWLRQV´ (Li, 
2010b:3).The scale of the middle class in China varies depending on the source of 
information as well as the criteria of definition. The Times estimated that the 
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membership of the Chinese middle class was 250 million (Lewis, 2013b), the 
McKinsey model suggests that the number of middle class people was 290 million in 
2011, and will be 520 million by 2025 (Farrell et. al, 2006). Because residents in the 
cities have more opportunities to enter middle class professions and education, the 
urbanized feature of the distribution of middle class membership is significant. The 
Chinese government announced that 78% of city residents will be members of the 
middle class by 2020 (Li, 2010b). Meanwhile, because sociologists are adopting 
different measuring criteria (Li, 2010a), the estimated size of the current urban middle 
class ranges from 8% to 50%. 
 
1.2.2 The desire for Western affluence 
 
3HRSOHZRUOGZLGH ³QR ORQJHUVHH WKHLU OLYHVDVPHUHRXWFRPHVRI WKHJLYHQQHVVRI
things, but often as the ironic compromise between what they could imagine and what 
VRFLDOOLIHZLOOSHUPLW´$SSDGXUDL:KDWKRZHYHUDUHWKHDVSLUDWLRQVRIWKH
newly emerging middle class? In China, the projection of the middle class derived 
LQLWLDOO\ IURP DGYHUWLVHPHQWV ZKLFK ZHUH DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK ³UHDO HVWDWHV DXWRPRELles 
DQGRWKHUH[SHQVLYHFRPPRGLWLHV´/LD,QJHQHUDOWKHPRVWGLUHFWPLGGOH
class aspirations were a ³UHODWLYHO\ KLJK DQG Vtable´ LQFRPH a ³SURIHVVLRQDO RU
PDQDJHULDO´RFFXSDWLRQD ³KLJKHU´HGXFDWLRQDQG WKHHQMR\PHQWRID ³FRPIRUtable´
lifestyle (Li, 2010a:139-140). 
 
Little did the major middle class aspirations resemble with traditional Chinese culture; 
rather, the aspirations have originated from the image of the affluent West. According 
to her in-depth study of average income Chinese families in Dalian, China in the 
1990s, Vanessa Fong observed an overwhelming admiration by Chinese parents and 
children for thH³)LUVW:RUOG´'UDZLQJ on ,PPDQXHO:DOOHUVWHLQ¶VDQDO\VLVRID





SHRSOH¶VDGPLUDWLRQIRUWKH³:HVW´LW³PRWLYDWHVSHRSOHWRGHVLUHFirst World affluence 
and believe that participation in a modern economy will enable them to attain that 
DIIOXHQFH´[sic] (2004:14).  
 
A similar attitude was found among young Chinese (in their early twenties), a decade 
ODWHU GXULQJ $QQL .DMDQXV¶ HWKQRJUDShic fieldwork in Beijing in 2008. However, 
.DMDQXV¶ SDUWLFLSDQWV VKRZHG D PRUH SURQRXQFHG ³FRVPRSROLWDQ RULHQWDWLRQ´ 
 DSDUW IURP ³SUDFWLFDO EHQHILWV´ WKH\ KRSHG WR EHFRPH D ³FRVPRSROLWDQ
VXEMHFW´ZLWK³FRQILGHQFHLQWUDQVQDWLRQDOVHWWLQJV´ (2015:40). Although the aspirations 
RI&KLQHVH\RXWKWRVHHN³ILUVWZRUOG´DIIOXHQFHPD\YDU\WKHLQLWLDOPHDQVWRDFKLHYHLW
have been more or less the same: studying in a developed Western country. 
Overseas education was considered by both parents and studeQWVWREHWKH³JDWHZD\
WRWKHXOWLPDWHJRDORIDOLIHLQDPRUHRSHQDQGDIIOXHQW:HVWHUQVRFLHW\´%RG\FRWW
and Lai, 2012).  
 
The use of education to consolidate capital within the family is similar to the 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKH(XURSHDQPLGGOHFODVV³DFDGemic qualifications are to cultural 
FDSLWDOZKDWPRQH\LVWRHFRQRPLFFDSLWDO´%RXUGLHX)ROORZLQJ%RXUGLHX
Fiona Devine (2004) characterised a process where the middle class had an 
intergenerational structure: a middle class can be legitimate only when members of 
high-ranking occupational groups reproduce their advantage across time by securing 
access to similarly high-ranking occupations for their children.  
 
7KH &KLQHVH IDPLOLHV¶ ³VWUDWHJLHV RI DFFXPXODWLRQ EHJLQ ZLWK WKH DFTXLVLWLRQ RI D
WeVWHUQ HGXFDWLRQ´ 2QJ   :K\ GR WKH &KLQHVH PLGGOH FODVV VHHN
education outside of China, particularly in developed countries? Xiang Biao and Wei 
Shen believed that such student migration is to a large extent pushed by anxiety, 
specifically ³DERXW WKH IXWXUH DQG WKH UDSLG VRFLDO VWUDWLILFDWLRQ LQ &KLQD´ These 
elements were seen as the ³fundamental driving force of this anxiety « Overseas 





)RU WKH PDLQODQG &KLQHVH WR ³OHJLWLPDWH WKHLU ZHDOWK DQG FRQVROLGDWH WKHLU QHZO\
DFTXLUHGSRVLWLRQV´VHQGLQJRIIVSULQJRYHUVHDVEHFDPHD³W\SLFDOVWUDWHJ\WRDFKLHYH´
WKH JRDO %LDR DQG 6KHQ  6XFK DQ DUUDQJHPHQW HFKRHV WKH ³IDPLO\ FDSLWDO
accumulaWLRQVWUDWHJ\´GLVFXVVHGHDUOLHU VHHVHFWLRQ*LYHQWKDWPRVWRI WKH
young middle class Chinese migrants are very likely to be the only child in the family 
as a result of the 1979 one-child policy, the one-child generation and its family 
relationship needs to be examined.  
 
1.2.3 The one-child generation and the changing Chinese family 
 
a. Having only one child: changes beyond quantity  
 
³,W LVXQGHQLDEOH WKDWVLQJOH-FKLOGUHQZLOOFUHDWHDGLIIHUHQWVRFLHW\ IRU&KLQD´ &KHQ
2003). The Chinese government hoped that its one-child policy would create a 
JHQHUDWLRQ RI ³DPELWLRXV ZHOO-HGXFDWHG FKLOGUHQ´ )RQJ  7KLV KRSH ZDV
EDVHGRQDVLPSOHSRVLWLYHRXWFRPHEHWZHHQFKLOGTXDQWLW\DQG³FKLOGTXDOLW\´6FKXOW]
2007, Hunushek, 1992). The physical health of children born after the 1979 one-child 
policy has been reported to have improved significantly (Wu and Li, 2012). However, 
because of the improvement of food supply and healthcare from the 1980s generally, 
the contribution of the one-child policy to cKLOGUHQ¶V KHDOWK LV QRW IXOO\ HVWDEOLVKHG
(Rosenzweig and Zhang, 2009).      
 
Subsequent research has focused on the concentrated resources invested in having 
only one child. The one-child nuclear family, described as an inverted triangle, or 
³±2±1 syndroPH´ ZKLFK UHIHUV WR WKH SKHQRPHQRQ RI IRXU JUDQGSDUHQWV DQG WZR
parents focusing their attention, in both material and other forms, on their 
one-and-only child (Liu, 2008b). Accompanying growing family purchasing power and 
consumerism, such a child-centred family was said to have produced a generation of 
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spoiled, selfish and over-SURWHFWHGFKLOGUHQZKRKDYHEHHQODEHOOHGDV³OLWWOHHPSHURU´
DQG ³OLWWOH HPSUHVV´ <L  /LQ DQG 6XQ  )RQJ  +HVNHWK DQG =KX
 +RZHYHU ³VXFK VSHFXODWLRQV KDve not been supported by any substantial 
HYLGHQFHLQUHVHDUFK´&KHQ2WKHUREVHUYHUVDOVRDUJXHGWKDWVXFKD³WKHRU\´
ZDVELDVHGDQGODFNHGHYLGHQFHDQGPHUHO\PDLQWDLQHGD³VWHUHRW\SH´%DR




Although qualitative studies of this kind are still limited, significant in-depth research 
has been made into important aspects of the one-FKLOG JHQHUDWLRQ¶V XS-bringing, 
including gender (Kajanus, 2015, Liu, 2006), mobility (Fong, 2011, 2004) and 
multigenerational relationships (parenting and grandparenting) (Goh, 2011). These 
studies showed that the changes that one-child families experienced were more than 
a matter of quantity; they constituted a re-structuring of Chinese families in a 
modernising society. This re-structuring incorporated a complex shifting dynamic of 
resource flow, emotional attachment and intergenerational practice, and thus 
re-shaped the meaning of the Chinese family in a changing society.     
 
Almost all the scholars who studied the one-child family found that in each family, the 
only-child was seen as WKH ³RQO\ KRSH´ WKDW WKH RQH-child generation faced great 
pressure from their family to become high-achievers (Lin and Sun, 2010, Liu, 2008ab, 




)HQJVKX/LX¶Va) interviews with only-child students in Chinese universities: in 
terms of career plans, they needed to negotiate with competing values among 




However, most empirical research was done when the only-child cohort was still made 
up of students; they were likely to be subject to the daily influence of their parents and 
their own concerns about the uncertainty of the future. Little is known about what are 
the clashes, if any, between parental expectation and self-aspiration, after the 
only-child becomes independent of their parents. There is an urgency to understand 
the inter-generational relationship between parents and adult only-children because of 
&KLQD¶VUDSLGO\DJHLQJVRFLHW\DQGWKHFRQWLQXLQJKHDY\GHSHQGHQFHon familial care 
for elderly people (Yi, 2012, Pascu, 2011, Hesketh et al. 2005, Feng and Manson, 
2004).   
 
b. Family contract, filial piety and the one-child family 
 
Parental investment in their FKLOGUHQ¶VXSEULQJLQJDQGZHOO-being in exchange for old 
age care from those children is a basic principle of reciprocity between the two 
generations within a family. The economist Gary Becker pointed out that both parents 
and children would benefit more if parents invested more in children for a commitment 
by the children to care for parents in return. But can FKLOGUHQ¶VFRPPLWPHQWs to their 
parents EHHQIRUFHG"³(FRQRPLVWVDQGODZ\HUVXVXDOO\UHFRPPHQGDZULWWHQFRQWUDFW
to insure commitment, but can you imagine a society that will enforce contracts 
between adults and ten-year-ROGV RU WHHQDJHUV"´(Becker, 1993a:14) Instead of a 
formal negotiation, Becker described how parents could help determine the value of 
the children by making their children feel a sense of indebtedness and/or create a 
³ZDUP´ DWPRVSKHUH LQ WKHLU IDPLOLHV WR LQFUHDVH WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V ZLOOLQJQHVV WR
reciprocate (Becker, 1993a). 
 
However, the formation and modification of a family contract is more complex than 
superficially rational and/or normative interactions between parents and children. 
Instead of explicitly agreeing upon a set of expectations and responsibilities, family 
members are socialised into pre-existing contracts (Göransson 2009, Song, 1999, 
Walker, 1996, Finch and Mason, 1993). These contracts have been shaped by factors 
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beyond the faPLO\ OHYHO IURP DERYH VWDWH SROLF\ DQG IURP EHORZ ³FXOWXUH ORJLF´
(Göransson, 2009:85, Finch, 1989, Lewis and Meredith, 1988). 
 
:KLOH FKLOGUHQ¶V VXSSRUW WR SDUHQWV PD\ KDYH EHHQ PRWLYDWHG E\ D VHQVH RI
³LQGHEWHGQHVV´ RU DIIHFWLRQ LW ZDV DOVR VLJQLILFDntly influenced by a socially 
constructed set of rules which apply specifically among family members. This 
XQZULWWHQ³FRQWUDFW´, and its ³rules´ act as the fundamental principle that shapes each 
PHPEHU¶V XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI UHVRXUFH GLVWULEXWLRQ DV ZHOO DV Uesponsibility allocation 
within the family (Song, 1999, Walker, 1996, Finch and Mason, 1993, Lewis and 
Meredith, 1988). Unlike any contract in the legal sense, family contracts are developed 
over a long period of time, shaped by internal and external factors, and often found to 
be taken for granted by family members.  
 
7KHFRQFHSWRI ³IDPLO\FRQWUDFW´SURYLGHs a framework to examine intergenerational 
relationships in general. In Chinese families, filial pietyDVDIRUPRI³IDPLO\FRQWUDFW´
has dominated intergenerational relationships for centuries. Children were expected 
to support parents when parents became elderly. More specifically, the eldest son and 
KLVZLIHKDYHKLVWRULFDOO\KDGWKHPDLQUHVSRQVLELOLW\RIWDNLQJFDUHRIWKHVRQ¶VHOGHUO\
parents (Song et al., 2012, Zhan and Montgomery, 2003). Such a pattern was also 
found in other East Asian societies, such as in traditional Japanese and Korean family 
culture, which was also characterised by Confucian filial obligation (Lee, 2010, Park et 
al., 2005).  
 
In practice, the son (or the eldest son) provided the financial contribution while the 
daughter-in-law carried out everyday care. Therefore, sons were regarded as 
long-term members of the family while daughters were temporary members who 
eventually devRWHG WKHPVHOYHV WR WKH KXVEDQG¶V IDPLO\ *UHHQKDOJK  $SDUW
from caring for elderly parents, filial piety also emphasized a superior-inferior 
relationship within the family: children were expected to show respect, obedience and 
loyalty to parents (Fong, 2004, Zhan, 2003, Baker, 1979). In fact, the traditional norms 
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of filial piety were highly patriarchal and gendered. Such a pattern of elderly care in 
Chinese families has not changed fundamentally for 2000 years (Zhan and 
Montgomery, 2003).  
 
However, the 21st Century has witnessed the changing pattern of parental care in 
industrialized East Asian countries like Japan and South Korea. Studies from these 
countries did not claim a weakened traditional family value, rather, empirical evidence 
demonstrated a more complex intergenerational reciprocal relationship. The growing 
population mobility diversified the .RUHDQIDPLO\¶VOLYLQJDUUDQJHPHQW%\DGDSWLQJWR
various geographical distances, parental care shifted into complex formats (Park et al., 
2005, Sung, 2001). For example, KristHQ /HH¶V research (2010) between two 
generations of Japanese women showed their ambivalence towards parental care. 
The growing conflict between social norms and gendered expectations, in addition to 
the consideration of non-traditional care arrangements, challenged the assumed 
hierarchy of caregiver under the patrilineal system.    
 
$OWKRXJK ³ILOLDO SLHW\´ LV VWLOO WKHPRVW LPSRUWDQW YDOXHXQGHUO\LQJ WKHSUDFWLFHRI WKH
support of the elderly in communist China (Fong, 2011, 2004, Bodycott, 2009, 
Deutsch, 2006, Chow, 1991), recent research has indicated evidence of changes with 
regard to the norm and practice of filial piety in the 21st Century. Two survey analyses 
were conducted respectively on two northern Chinese cities (Zhan and Montgomery, 
2003) and one rural province (Song et al., 2012). The findings showed that in both 
cities and the rural region, parents were increasingly cared for by daughters instead of 
daughters-in-law. Furthermore, daughters in cities tended to provide equal financial 
support as sons.  
 
However, most care-givers in the two surveys were between 30 and 50 and were 
more likely to be the parents of only-children, rather than the only-children themselves. 
Nevertheless, the evidence indicated three trends in modern Chinese families: the 
practice of filial piety had become more flexible because of the increasing mobility and 
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unavailability of adult children; the elderly population had less authority as the 
traditional extended family shifted to a small nuclear family; lastly, gendered filial piety 
expectation had become blurred as sons and daughters were equally expected to 
support their parents.  
 
Furthermore, there was no affluent class cohort in the above investigations. These 
observations were made based on the principle that elderly parents still relied, 
materially and practically, on their offspring for old age care. However, this principle 
ZDVFKDOOHQJHGE\WKHILQGLQJVIURP<XDQWLQJ=KDQJDQG)UDQNOLQ*R]D¶VUHVHDUFKLQ
China among parents in well-paid professional jobs from the more developed 
southeast coastal regions, including Shanghai and Zhejiang (2005). Middle class 
parents did not want/plan to rely on their only child for their old age; they were willing 
to invest most of their income on the child, but did not expect a financial return. 
Moreover, they were prepared to invest in a pension scheme and a nursing home. 
The motivation behind such a decision was to relieve the next generation of financial 
and emotional pressure.  
 
$OWKRXJK =KDQJ DQG *R]D¶V VWudy (2005) included interviews with only a small 
number of middle class parents of the one-child generation, their findings indicated 
that the amount of family economic resources seemed to override certain traditional 
norms of familial caring practice. In fact, the tradition of material support from the 
younger to the older generation may stop (or even reverse) among the middle class 
Chinese families. However, what are the implications of such a change for filial piety in 
Chinese families? And how do children and parents come to terms with this new 
FRQWUDFW RI IDPLO\ UHVSRQVLELOLW\":KLOH SDUHQWV LQ =KDQJ DQG *R]D¶V UHVHDUFK KDG
only a young child, the one-child migrants in this study are aged from their early-20s 
and late-30s. Thus these participants provide a key opportunity to investigate the 
forms of intergenerational support in middle class one-child families, and family 




The traditional and collective emphasis on Chinese family values is in continuous 
conflict with growing autonomy, mobility and choice, which have accompanied 
economic development, modernization and Westernization. The challenges to the 
one-child family increase as the only child moves overseas. The final part of the 
literature review elaborates on the existing research conducted on mainland Chinese 
migrants with a focus on the mixed picture of middle class mobility and the role of the 
IDPLO\LQPLJUDQWV¶RYHUVHDVPRELOLW\  
    
1.3 One-child migrants in a transnational middle class family: individual 
aspirations and family responsibilities on a global level 
  
1.3.1 Mixed profile of mobility among middle class migrants 
 
The categorization of migrants in terms of their financial status is not new in overseas 
Chinese studies. The Chinese migration in the 19th Century was divided into four 
types based on the way migrants met the expense of travel. The freest migrants were 
those who were able to pay through family resources. The others were subjected to 
various types of loans and restrictive contracts. Such distinguishing factors in turn 
³GHWHUPLQHGWKHGHJUHHRISHUVRQDOIUHHGRPWKHPLJUDQWVHQMR\HG´.XKQ  
 
From the 20th Century onwards, social capital (migrant networks) and cultural capital 
(language ability) were taken into account together with economic capital, to 
XQGHUVWDQG DPLJUDQW¶V RYHUDOO PRELOLW\ /LJKW :DWHUV   2QJ DQG
1RQLQL0DVVH\HWDO+LJKO\PRELOHPLJUDQWVRUD³WUDQVQDWLRQDOHOLWH´
as Bryceson and Vuorela put it, move more by choice and would 
 
be in a better position to negotiate their connections, their nationalities, and benefits 
associated with their choice of a national residence. The symbolic capital of education 
and language enable them to move freely, offering relatively easier access to border 




The above description is true only in a relative sense. As far as legal migration is 
concerned, no migrant is free from the migration policies of the host country.  Apart 
from the obvious barriers, such as migration policies, recent research into highly 
educated and highly skilled migrants from mainland China to developed countries 
VXJJHVWHGDFRPSOH[SLFWXUHRIWKHPLGGOHFODVV¶VWUDQVQDWLRQDOPRELOLW\WKHUDQJHRI
economic, social and culture capital was not sufficient to explain migrant mobility; it 
was how migrants engaged with such capital elements at a practical level that made 
the distinction in mobility. 
 
Bourdieu (1986) argued that it was convertibility that determined the value of capital. 
Social and cultural capital such as qualification and social network will mean little if it 
cannot be converted to other types of capital, especially economic capital. Studies of 
overseas middle class Chinese have shown a vulnerable side to their overseas profile. 
The resources they have in China may not be successfully transferred abroad, thus 
any spatial advantage may turn into a disadvantage. For example, among university 
degree holders from mainland China in Canada, few have successfully secured a 
professional job using their Chinese university degree (Teo, 2007).  
 
In such a case the cultural capital they had in China could not be converted to 
economic capital in Canada because their Chinese credentials were not valued by the 
Canadian job market. As a result, most high-skilled Chinese were doing low-skilled 
MREV DQG WUDSSHG DV ³LPPLJUDQW SULVRQHUV´ 7HR  6XFK D GLVDSSRLQWPHQW
especially in terms of economic unfairness, and the lack of recognition by the host 
society, is shared by mainland Chinese who were educated in Australian universities. 
$V)XQJDQG&KHQJZURWHWKHLU³JROGHQGUHDP´WXUQHGLQWR³JUH\UHDOLWLHV´  
 
The Chinese middle class migrant cohort had its own limitations in adapting to the 
host society. Thus the kind of mobility indiFDWHG LQ %U\FHVRQ DQG 9XRUHOD¶V
³WUDQVQDWLRQDOHOLWH´ RU$LKZD2QJ¶V ³IOH[LEOHFLWL]HQ´ PXVWEH
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interpreted with caution. The one-child migrants in this study differed from the above 
mainland Chinese in two ways: most of them obtained their university qualification in 
the UK, and they were working as professionals in the UK. Therefore, this research 
fills a gap in the mobility profile of professional mainland Chinese migrants. 
 
1.3.2 Family in the one-FKLOGPLJUDQWV¶SHUFHSWLRQ 
 
Philip Kuhn LGHQWLILHGWKH³VSDFHFRQWLQXXP´Ieature in the Chinese family across the 
past five centuries. He argued that, 
 
OLYLQJWRJHWKHUGLGQRWQHFHVVDULO\PHDQOLYLQJLQWKHVDPHSK\VLFDOORFDOLW\/LYLQJµLQ¶
WKHIDPLO\LQWKHVHQVHRIRQH¶VREOLJDWLRQDQGH[SHctations) was not compromised 
EHFDXVHRQHZDVOLYLQJRUHYHQPLOHVDZD\$QGOLYLQJµVHSDUDWHO\¶
might mean living in the same compound but cooking on a separate stove (2008:25).  
                                                            
The family members referred to here were, historically, largely male inheritors. 
However, in the 21st Century, when traditionally big families had been reduced to 
one-FKLOGIDPLOLHVWKHLPSOLFDWLRQRIVXFKD³VSDFHFRQWLQXXP´LVIRFXVHGRQWKHWKUHH
members of the family: the parents and the child.   
 
.LQVXSSRUWKDVEHHQUHJDUGHGDVDPLJUDQW¶V³PRVWYDOXDEOHDVVHWLQWKHFRXQWU\RI
RULJLQ´ 9HUWRYHF  8QOLNH IRUPHU &KLQHVH PLJUDQWV ZKRVH IDPLO\ DW KRPH
depended on their remittances from the host country, middle class Chinese migrants 
were likely to receive financial support from China. For less affluent Chinese families, 
WKHILQDQFLDOEXUGHQWRVHQGWKHLURQO\FKLOGDEURDGZDV³RQHURXV´ IRUSDUHQWV WKH\
usually used up their life-savings or went into debt to support their children abroad 
(Fong, 2011:67). 
 
Apart from financial support, parents at home also provided childcare when needed. 
Such practice, which was popular among the early 20th Century Chinese diaspora in 
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the UK, has also been found among professional mainland Chinese migrants in 
Canada and Australia (Teo, 2007, Da, 2003). The disadvantaged Chinese 
professionals who encountered a financial crisis also faced the responsibility of 
looking after the next generation as many were married with children. Because of the 
high cost of childcare in Canada, the most common solution was to leave their 
children with grandparents in China (Teo, 2007).  
 
While families can create bonds they can also be sites of conflict and contradiction. 
Such a feature may intensify when families are maintained transnationally (Wolf, 2002, 
Parreñas, 2001). A significant number of overseas Chinese students reported that one 
of the aspects of migration life they enjoyed was the freedom to be away from their 
parents. Given that most of them were in their mid-20s, such a remark should not be 
thought unusual (Bodycott and Lai, 2012). However, as Fong (2011) observed, any 
emergency that involved parents at home could be a sufficient factor that almost 
certainly terminated the only-FKLOG¶V OLIH DEURDG DQG ZKLFK VHQW WKHP KRPH
immediately: there were no other offspring that parents could rely on.    
 
The sole care provider role imposed a significant challenge for one-child migrants. 
The research into intergenerational care in transnational family studies has tended to 
focus on the migrant parents, and their relationship with their offspring at home 
(Parreñas, 2005, 2001, Kofman, 2004, Levitt, 2001). There is very little research on 
how adult migrants deal with the care of their parents who remained in the sending 
FRXQWU\7KHUHLVHYHQOHVVUHVHDUFKLQWRWKHPLGGOHFODVVPLJUDQWV¶UHODWLRQVKLSZLWK
WKHLU SDUHQWV 6RPH HDUOLHU WUDQVQDWLRQDO IDPLO\ VWXGLHV PHQWLRQHG WKH PLJUDQWV¶
concern of parental care; a common strategy to solve the problem was the availability 
of siblings, spouse and other family members (Song et al., 2003, Izuhara, and Shibata, 
2001, Parreñas, 2001). However, in the case of one-child Chinese migrants, they do 
not have a sibling or an extended family to help with the everyday practical care of 




Among the very limited studies carried out from the overseas Chinese only-FKLOG¶V
SHUVSHFWLYH LV9DQHVVD)RQJ¶V ODWHVWVWXG\DVSXEOLVKHGLQKHUParadise Redefined: 
Transnational Chinese Students and the Quest for Flexible Citizenship in the 
Developed World (2011). Fong offers a detailed account of the overseas only-FKLOG¶V
lived experience with regard to their perception of gains and losses from transnational 
travelling, their adjustment to spatial difference, and how these factors impacted upon 
filial fulfilment. Fong followed her Dalian cohort as its subjects went to study overseas 
in the US, UK, Australia, Ireland and Japan.  
 
The profile Fong presents is overwhelmingly pessimistic: after a decision to migrate, 
VSRQWDQHRXVO\WULJJHUHGE\WKHVHQVHRI³JDPEOLQJ´WKHRYHUVHDVRQO\-children were 
GLVDSSRLQWHGE\ WKH ³UHDOLW\RI WKH:HVW´ZKLFKZDVIHOWE\ WKHFRKRUWPHPEHUV WR
incorporate a tough employment situation, an unstable migration policy, and a 
generally unpleasant social life. They consistently reported a close bond with their 
parents at home; parental expectations and financial support were crucial to their 
migration out of China. Furthermore, her subjects were burdened with guilt for having 
spent WKHLU SDUHQWV¶ OLIH-savings; they felt the pressure of not being able to meet 
SDUHQWDOH[SHFWDWLRQVLQWKHIXWXUH,QWHUHVWLQJO\DGHVLUHWRHVFDSH&KLQD¶VRQH-child 
SROLF\ ZDV UDUHO\ PHQWLRQHG E\ PLJUDQWV LQ )RQJ¶V UHVHDUFK ³HYHQ WKH IHZ ZKR
mentioned it described it as a minor additional benefit of staying abroad and not as 
significant reason for their decisLRQVWRJRRUVWD\DEURDG´:159). 
  
+RZHYHU )RQJ¶V ILQGLQJV FDQQRW EH applied to the one-child migrants from more 
affluent families: her cohort was largely derived from average and below-average 
income families, which means they did not grow up with a middle class background. 
Second, before going abroad, the only-FKLOG¶VDFDGHPLFSHUIRUPDQFHLQWKHLU&KLQHVH
school was average or below average, which meant that they lacked the potential to 
become middle class through educational credentials in China. Finally, most of them 
went abroad to attend language schools and few succeeded in getting a university 
degree in a Western country. The lack of a university degree is a significant 
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disadvantage in capital accumulation and reproduction. The limited convertibility of a 
high school qualification resulted in a trapped transnational cohort, that was all the 
more disadvantaged given the economic capital that had been invested in it. As Fong 
QRWHG KHU FRKRUW FRQVLVWHG RI ³ILQDQFLDOO\ VWUXJJOLQJ \RXQJ &KLQHVH WUDQVQDWLRQDO
students who got to know each other in low-prestige schools, low-ZDJHZRUNVHWWLQJV´ 
(2011:37).  
 
It is also important to note that memberVRI)RQJ¶VFRKRUWZHUHPRVWO\LQWKHLUHDUO\
20s. As Lee (1966) noted, life cycle plays a crucial role in the decision of migration. He 
REVHUYHGWKDW³PDQ\SHUVRQDOIDFWRUV´ZKLFKDIIHFW LQGLYLGXDOPLJUDWLRQFKRLFHV³DUH
associated with stages in the life cycle and in particular with the sharp breaks that 
GHQRWHSDVVDJHIURPRQHVWDJHWRDQRWKHU´/DWHUVFKRODUVKDYHUHLWHUDWHGWKHSRLQW
³RQH¶VHPRWLRQDODQGPDWHULDOQHHGVDUHVWURQJO\ OLQNHGWRVWDJHVRI WKH LQGLYLGXDO¶V
OLIHF\FOH´%U\FHVRQDQG9XRUHOD, 2002:17).  
 
Therefore the dependency of only-FKLOGUHQ PLJUDQWV RQ WKHLU SDUHQWV LQ )RQJ¶V
research can be viewed as only temporary given that most of them are young adults 
who had not established themselves; they were in a typically unstable stage of their 
lives 7KH OLIH F\FOH IHDWXUH ZDV DOVR UHIOHFWHG LQ )HQJVKX /LX¶V UHVHDUFK b) 
about the one-FKLOGFRKRUW¶VVWUXJJOHZLWK WKHLU ILOLDOGXW\+HUFRKRUWPHPEHUVZHUH
\RXQJDGXOWV LQD ³WUDQVLWLRQDOVWDJH´ZKRIHOW ³WRUQEHWZHHQWKHGHVLUH IRUEUHDNLQg 
away and having the freedom to explore the world on the one hand and the need for 
WKH VHFXULW\ DQG ZDUPWK RI WKH KRPH´ RQ WKH RWKHU :KHWKHU VXFK D SDUHQWDO
dependency turned out to be sustainable would require more up-to-date research on 
a more established adult cohort. 
 
1.4  Summary 
 
The middle class one-child migrants cohort from mainland China is unique. The cohort 
cannot be easily fitted into any existing theoretical model, nor is it similar to any other 
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Chinese migrant group in ancient or modern history. This cohort is part of what Wang 
*XQJZXFDOOVWKH³XSJUDGLQJ´RI&KLQHVHPLJUDQWVFRPLQJWRWKH:HVW³>H@VSHFLDOO\
striking is the ability of these highly educated immigrants to join the professional, 
scientific, and business worlds of the settler societies while retaining a deep 
attachment WR&KLQD´Kuhn, 2008:357).  
 
For the first time in modern history, Chinese migrants come from a China that is fast 
becoming one of the leading powers of the world. The young, affluent and educated 
one-child migrants have an especially complex connection with China. On the one 
hand, the desire for Western affluence among middle class families motivated them to 
leave China to acquire social capital such as education, work or citizenship in Western 
countries. On the other hand, the separation of children and parents intensifies the 
already urgently felt problem of parental care in one-child families. The long-distance 
care relationships of the middle class transnational family have been understudied, 
and there is even less research about how adult migrants manage their relationship 
with ageing parents left in the sending country.  
 
Traditional Chinese family culture was centred on Confucian collectivism where filial 
piety was essential in child-parent relationships. However, the traditional, patriarchal, 
and gendered family value structure was reported to show some signs of loosening 
DIWHUWKUHHGHFDGHV¶RIRSHQLQJXSDQGHFRQRPLFGHYHORSPHQW; such findings were 
JDWKHUHGPDLQO\IURPWKHSDUHQWV¶JHQHUDWLRQ)XUWKHUUHVHDUFh is required about the 
one-FKLOG JHQHUDWLRQ¶V SHUVSHFWLYH RQ WKH FROOHFWLYH YDOXH RI IDPLO\ DQG PRUH
importantly, how this cohort balances filial duty with self-aspirations in the 
transnational context.  
 
The UK currently provides a good opportunity to study the Chinese middle class 
one-child migrant cohort, the defining elements of which are clear: the cohort is young, 
highly educated, highly skilled, and professional. Never before has such a large 
number of affluent Chinese migrated to the UK. This middle class cohort is changing 
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the UK Chinese profile significantly, yet the understanding of the cohort is limited. 
5HVHDUFK WHQGV WRRYHUORRNDPLJUDQW¶V FRQQHFWLRQZLWKKHU or his sending country 
DQGKRZWKHVHQGLQJVRFLHW\FDQVKDSHWKHPLJUDQW¶VOLIHLQ the host society.  
 
This research explores the impact of family and parental ties in China on the middle 
class one-FKLOGPLJUDQWV¶OLIHLQWKH8.%\LQYHVWLJDWLQJWKLVFRKRUW¶VOLYHGH[SHULHQFH
its aspirations in the UK, as well as its perception of its role as the only child in a filial 
piety-centred Chinese family, it is hoped that the research will reveal the inner struggle 
of the young affluent migrant cohort in relation to the growing complexity of 





Chapter 2. Methodology 
 
2.1 The process of designing the research 
 
2.1.1 Rationale for a qualitative approach 
 
The one-child migrants in this study simultaneously belong to two sharply 
distinguishable demographic groups: the new Chinese migrants in the UK and the 
one-child generation in China. Both groups have attracted academic attention, 
separately, from demographers and human geographers, whose quantitative analyses 
have provided valuable accounts with regard to the rapid increase of the new Chinese 
migrants to the UK, the sharply reduced family size, and the concerns about old age 
familial support. While a quantitative approach at a macro-level is useful in outlining 
WKH ³ELJ SLFWXUH´ LW LV WKHPLFUR-OHYHO TXDOLWDWLYH DSSURDFK WKDW ILOOV RXW WKH ³KXPDQ
VWRU\´   
 
This research focuses on the one-child migrants as a starting point and aims to 
explore the intergenerational relationship in a changing space and time. A cluster of 
data is required to answer the research question: experience (up-bringing, migrant 
decision, family contact), opinions (responses towards immigration policies, 
perceptions of filial piety, attitudes towards intergenerational responsibility), and 
feelings (nostalgia, emotional struggles, sense of belonging). Such data requires a 
qualitative research design because the subtle and often hidden processes and 
dynamics cannot be easily obtained by quantitative data analysis. Qualitative data 
collection is crucial, too, in capturing the ambivalent feelings that both the one-child 
migrants and their parents are likely to experience. 
 
For example, by analysing demographic changes in China during 1979-2004, Feng 
and Manson (2004) raised concerns about the greater obligations placed on the 
one-child generation based on the longer life-expectancy of the older generation. 
 62 
 
However, qualitative research conducted with parents from different financial/class 
backgrounds revealed a more complex intergenerational financial exchange and 
SDUHQWDOH[SHFWDWLRQV=KDQJDQG*R]D¶V UHVHDUFK  IRXQG WKDW LQ VSLWHRI the 
heavy financial investment in raising their child, middle class parents did not plan to 
rely on their only child for old age care. Less affluent parents, nevertheless, had no 
choice but to rely on their offspring. Therefore, although Feng and Manson were able 
to point out a national-level demographic and development shortfall, the failure to 
recognize heterogeneous family coping strategies may have resulted in a somewhat 
distorted picture. It is to be hoped that this research, which focuses on the 
transnational one-child family caught at the centre of demographic, geopolitical and 
economic changes, will fill a gap in the understanding of Asian families in transition 
and will complement existing studies of Chinese families and migration.    
 
Another reason for taking a qualitative approach is the limited statistics available on 
this cohort. Data about the number and distribution of the Chinese population in 
Europe were poorly recorded during the last century. The number of Chinese (in 
(XURSH ZDV ³LPSHUIHFWO\ NQRZQ´ DQG UHVHDUFKHUV ³KDG to struggle with official 
VWDWLVWLFVWKDWDOORZRQO\DSDUWLDOYLHZRIWKHDFWXDOQXPEHURI&KLQHVHLQWKHLUFRXQWU\´
(Benton and Pieke, 1998:8). Among the very limited research on the new Chinese 
migrants in the UK, Wai-ki E. Luk (2008) systematically analysed the patterns of British 
new Chinese immigration from a demographic point of view. He identified significant 
features of his research cohort such as the rapid increase in number, the large 
proportion of professionals and students, as well as the low return rate of graduated 
students. However, Luk struggled to explain the reason behind the phenomena and 
FDOOHG IRU TXDOLWDWLYH UHVHDUFK RQ WKLV KLJKO\ GLYHUVH JURXS¶V LGHQWLWLHV VHWWOLQJ
behaviours and social impacts in the host country. This study could be said to be 
addressed WR/XN¶VFDOO 
 
The semi-structured interview process is arguably the most widely employed method 
in social research because of its flexibility (Bryman, 2008). In research that has 
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produced significant findings about middle class migrants, one-child families and 
transnational families, the semi-structured interview is the main method, in some 
cases, the only method of data collection. However, the interview method has proven 
to have revealed significant variations about a relatively under-researched area in 
PLJUDWLRQVWXGLHV$VLDQPLGGOHFODVVPLJUDQWV¶DWWLWXGHVDQGEHKDYLRXUV  
 
For example, Weiqiang Lin (2011) and Johanna Waters (2006, 2005) conducted 
interviews on Singapore migrants in the US and Hong Kong migrants in Vancouver in 
their respective research, and discovered different motives behind Asian parents 
sending their children to study abroad in developed Western countries. Janet Salaff 
and her colleagues used a combination of survey and in-depth interviews to 
investigate HRQJ.RQJPLJUDQWV¶XVHRIRYerseas networks; WKHODWWHUKHOSHGWR³SODFH
WKHQHWZRUNVWKH\XVHLQWKHFRQWH[WRIWKHLUOLYHV´6DODIIHWDO%\GRLQJVR
Salaff et al discovered different motivations and psychological attachment in the use of 
overseas networks among the affluent middle class (potential) migrants and the less 
affluent middle class ones.  
 
The in-depth investigation of contemporary Chinese family relations has been 
explored by scholars using mainly interview and observation (ethnographers combine 
these two methods). Two substantial pieces of ethnographic research exploring 
intergenerational relationships in Chinese one-child families, were carried out by 
Esther Goh (2011) and Vanessa Fong (2004). Fong conducted her fieldwork in Dalian, 
D QRUWK &KLQHVH FLW\ LQ  *RK¶V ILHOGZRUN ZDV FRQGXFWHG LQ ;LDPHQ D VRXWK
Chinese city, in 2006. Both Fong and Goh obtained first-hand observation data on the 
everyday interaction between parents and their school-age child. However, this 
observation was largely limited by the FKLOGUHQ¶V DJH DQG JHRJUDSK\ $GXOW FKLOGUHQ
tend to move out of the parental home when they go to university or start working. In 
transnational families, the one-child migrants and their parents are typically separated 
by vaVW GLVWDQFHV ³$Q\ DWWHPSW DW µORFDWLQJ¶ WUDQVQDWLRQDO IDPLOLHV ZRXOG EH
self-GHIHDWLQJ´ %U\FHVRQ DQG 9XRUHOD  7KH WUDQVQDWLRQDO RQH-child family 
 64 
 
does not have a distinctive physical space where researchers can use observation 
strategies.   
 
The large geographical distance between only children and parents is a key feature in 
this study. Although parents sometimes go to stay with their child in the UK, usually for 
temporary purposes like tourism or looking after infants, it is difficult to subject such 
fleeting contact to systematic observation. Furthermore, not all the parents will come to 
visit their child, and their stay is usually short. Moreover, family tensions can become 
more pronounced when parent and child are separated by country borders. Therefore, 
a semi-structured in-depth interview process is the most appropriate method for data 
collection in this research.  
 
2.1.2 Pilot Study  
 
A pilot study was conducted during September - October, 2013. The objectives of the 
pilot study were to specify the types of participants to be included in the sample, to 
develop a strategy for participant recruitment, and the modification of the interview 
questions (if needed). Because of the exploratory nature of the pilot study, the 
sampling was inclusive. With two basic criteria applied to the participants: those born 
DIWHUDQGZKRKDGD%DFKHORU¶VGHJUHHRUDERYHWKHSLORWVWXG\ZDVFRQGXFWHG
among 6 participants (3 only-children and 3 non only-children) from Exeter, Bridgwater 
and Canterbury, among whom one was a postgraduate student. The 6 participants 
ZHUHUHFUXLWHGWKURXJKWKHUHVHDUFKHU¶VSHUVRQDOVRFLDOFRQWDFWV+RZHYHUWRUHGXFH
bias, the researcher avoided interviewing close contacts. As a result, 3 participants 
were introduced by the researcher¶V IULHQGV WKH RWKHU  SDUWLFLSDQWV ZHUH WKH
UHVHDUFKHU¶VIRUPHUFROOHDJXHVZLWKZKRPWKHUHVHDUFKHUZRUNHGEULHIO\LQEXW
had been out of touch with for more than two years.  
 




children and non-only children, significant differences emerged with regard to 
up-bringing, family support dynamics and the pressure of parental long-term care. 
Therefore, a small number of non-only-children were included to help bring out the 
LPSDFWRIEHLQJWKHRQO\FKLOGRQDPLJUDQW¶VOLIH7KHVWXGHQWUHVSRQGHQWLQGLFDWHGKLV
wish to remain in the UK after graduation as well as his sense of duty to be near his 
SDUHQWV$VSRWHQWLDO³SRVWHGXFDWLRQPLJUDQWV´RQH-child students provided cases for 
WKHUHVHDUFKHUWRLQYHVWLJDWHWKH³GHFLVLRQ-PDNLQJSURFHVV´WRUHPDLQRUWRUHWXUQDV
it took place. Therefore, a small number of postgraduate students were also included 
in the sample. 
 
Interviewing both children and parents from the same family was rare in transnational 
family research largely because of the difficulty of accessing both children and parents 
in a transnational setting. However, parents bring an important perspective in terms of 
their expectations of their children and filial obligations. They provide the other side of 
the sometimes unusual accounts in one-child families. For example, the pilot study 
revealed the continuing substantial financial and practical support from parents to only 
FKLOGUHQ LQVSLWHRI WKHFKLOG¶V (often) highly paid professional jobs. Therefore, it was 
decided that the research should include a number of parents of the one-child 
participants.  
 
The difficulty of gaining access to potential participants was confirmed by the pilot 
study. Snowball sampling, which usually commenced with the existing contacts of the 
researcher, was common in recruiting interview participants. Snowball sampling is 
useful in research where creating a sampling frame is not straightforward (Bryman, 
2008:185) and it was used as a primary method to recruit participants in this research. 
This sampling strategy has been used in Chinese migration research where a highly 
specified cohort needed to be targHWHG)RUH[DPSOHLQ*DR¶VUHVHDUFKLQWRWKH
Chinese diaspora in Australia, he used the snowball strategy to find a cohort originally 
from the mainland, who were former overseas students, and who had lived in Australia 
for more than ten years and hDGREWDLQHGWKHULJKWRIUHVLGHQFHLQ$XVWUDOLD,Q/LQ¶V
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research (2011) on the affluent Singapore-Chinese in the US, snowball sampling was 
also used.  
 
+RZHYHUVXFKD³ZRUGRIPRXWK´UHFUXLWPHQWPHWKRGLQWKHSLORWVWXG\WXUQHGRXWWREH
inefficient. The 6 pilot study participants failed to connect the researcher to other 
professional Chinese migrants for a variety of reasons, for example, a reluctance to 
discuss highly personal matters, and the lack of a strong social circle with fellow 
Chinese migrants. The pilot study gave the researcher an opportunity to restructure 
the recruitment strategy (the challenges and outcomes of participant recruitment will 
be elaborated on in section 2.2).   
 
Finally, in order to improve the initial interview questions, the pilot study participants 
were contacted the day after the first interview and were asked to assess the interview 
questions. In particular, participants were asked if they felt any of the questions made 
them feel uncomfortable, or if the researcher failed to inquire into any areas which they 
considered to be significant. The interview questions were modified according to their 
feedback. The pilot study participants were contacted again after the interview 
questions were finalised. After completing an additional interview, these 6 pilot study 
SDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHVSRQVHVZHUHLQFOXGHGLQWKHPDLQGDWD (See Appendix 3 for detailed 
interview questions.)        
 


















age* born 1975 or after born 1975 or after born 1975 or after parents of the 
one-child 
participants  education** Bachelor or above Bachelor or above Bachelor or above 




(14 female, 8 
male) 
6 
(4 female, 2 male) 
5 
(2 female, 3 male) 
7 
(see Appendix 2) 
*The reason for using 1975 as a birth year base line was that cohort members born 
shortly before 1979 may still have been affected by the one-child policy as their 
parents were not allowed to have any more children. 
** A university degree is an effective way to distinguish new Chinese migrants who 
were likely to be professionals from those who were likely to be low-skill migrants. 
However, it is not impossible that a degree holder, for some reason, works in a low-skill 
job. Nevertheless, during the recruitment the researcher rarely came across such 
cases where an individual was massively over-qualified for the job (e.g. a university 
graduate working as a restaurant waiter). This feature is partly the outcome of the 
British work permit policy which severely limits the number of low-skill foreign workers. 
Therefore, Chinese students who successfully switched to a ³ZRUNYLVD´WHQGHGWREH




A survey was created on a survey tool website Qualtrics.com. Participants were sent a 
survey link (https://az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_bCJ9HvDEUYCivyJ) a few days 
before the interview which took about 1 minute to complete. The survey contained 
TXHVWLRQV DERXW NH\ IDFWV ZLWK UHJDUG WR SDUWLFLSDQWV¶ SHUVRQDO LQIRUPDWLRQ DQG 
background, their UK experience and their parents. The Table below shows the 




Table 2: Basic personal information covered in questionnaire 
Personal 
information 
Name, gender, year of birth, marital status, education 
level, profession, income level, birthplace, only-child 
status, contact detail 
UK related Year of arrival in the UK, visa type, location  
Parents-related 3DUHQW¶VDJHLQFRPHOHYHO 
 
The objective of adding a survey was not to generate a quantitative profile to the 
research cohort; rather, it was designed to help carry out interviews more effectively. 
The survey had two functions: for those participants who were recruited through 
snowball sampling, the survey helped to generate a basic profile without taking up time 
during the interview. Such a profile also helped the researcher to modify interview 
TXHVWLRQVWRVXLWWKHSDUWLFLSDQW¶VVLWXDWLRQ$QRWKHUIXQFWLRQRIWKHVXUYH\ZDVWRKHOS
the recruitment of participants on the internet. Potential participants were more likely to 
respond to a brief survey than to commit themselves to a one-hour interview. By 
putting this link on the internet, the researcher had more chance for an initial positive 
response. Having received the questionnaire responses, the appropriate respondents 
were contacted with a letter as an invitation to taking part in the interviews (see 




A face-to-face interview was the preferred method of interview in this research. The 
participants were encouraged to meet the researcher for the interview, and the 
LQWHUYLHZ WRRNSODFH HLWKHU DW WKHSDUWLFLSDQW¶V KRPH RU LQ D FDIp+RZHYHU D VPDOO
number of migrant participants in the UK (8 out of 33) opted for a telephone interview 
mainly because of practical reasons 11. Parent interviews in China were conducted 
                                                             
11
 7HOHSKRQHLQWHUYLHZVZHUHUHFRUGHGXVLQJWKH³UHFRUGLQJ´IXQFWLRQRQWKHUHVHDUFKHU¶VPRELOHSKRQH
The researcher is aware of the disadvantage of the telephone interview structure, e.g., the absence of 
facial expression and hand gestures. However, the telephone interview had its advantage when two 
young mothers were able to leave during the telephone interview and attend to the needs of their babies. 
)XUWKHUPRUHWZRLQWHUYLHZHHVSUHIHUUHGWKHWHOHSKRQHLQWHUYLHZEHFDXVHWKH\IHOWPRUH³FRPIRUWDEOH´ 
this way, rather than talking to the researcher face-to-face. Generally speaking, the telephone interview 
allowed greater flexibility in scheduling interviews.    
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following the same principle. As a result, 3 parent interviews were conducted 
face-to-face and 3 interviews were conducted over the telephone because of the travel 
distance. The interview process is discussed in more detail in section 2.2.2.   
 
The consent form was signed by the researcher and the participant at the beginning of 
the interview (see Appendix 5 for the details of the consent form). In the case of 
telephone interviews the participants were sent the electronic version of the consent 
form, and confirmed their acknowledgement by email. All the interviews were 
FRQGXFWHGLQ0DQGDULQ:LWKWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶FRQVHQWLQWHUYLHZVZHUHDXGLR-recorded 
and later transcribed for analysis. The participants were informed of their rights, 
including the right to inquire about how the information of their interview was handled, 
and the right to withdraw at any stage of the research. Upon the completion of the 
research, none of the interviewed participants withdrew from the research, and only 
one participant asked for the transcribed version of the interview.      
 
2.2 From paper to the field: the challenges and strategies of recruitment, 
sampling and conducting interviews 
 
It is important to note here that the researcher herself can be considered to be one of 
the one-child migrant cohort. Born in 1987, the researcher is an only child who grew up 
LQ D PLGGOH FODVV IDPLO\ LQ HDVW &KLQD FDPH WR WKH 8. WR GR D 0DVWHU¶V GHJUHH
remained in the UK to work as an international purchaser for a short period before 
starting her PhD course. %HLQJ DQ ³LQVLGHU´ RI WKH WDUJHted cohort had a two-fold 
impact at almost every stage of the research, including recruiting participants, 
conducting interviews and analysing data. Therefore, the identity of the researcher 




7KH ZRUG ³LQYLVLEOH´ KDV EHHQ UHSHDWHGO\ XVHG LQ PHGLD DQG LQ DFDGHPLF UHVHarch 
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when describing the Chinese in the UK (Barber, 2015, Luk, 2008, Parker and Song, 
2007, The Guardian, 1993). Chan et al (2007) pointed out the three difficulties of 
sampling the Chinese in the UK, for both qualitative and quantitative researchers: a 
geographically dispersed population, the lack of easily accessible sampling frames, 
and the danger of generating unrepresentative data (Hong Kong Chinese are more 
easily to be reached than other Chinese groups). In his geographical account of the 
Chinese in the UK, Wai-ki E. Luk (2008) pointed out that although Chinatown was the 
most visible ethnic economic concentration in major British cities, the Chinese were 
³WKH PRVW GLVSHUVHG HWKQLF JURXS LQ WKH FRXQWU\ ZLWK WKH OHDVW YLVLEOH UHVLGHQWLDO
FRQFHQWUDWLRQ´ Therefore, finding the targeted cohort among the already hard-to-reach 
Chinese population in the UK was, practically, challenging.  
 
 
The middle class new Chinese migrants were more difficult to reach than the 
traditional Chinese diaspora in two ways. First, they were professionally dispersed in 
mainstream industries (instead of concentrating in the catering business). Such a 
feature was also likely to lead to the further geographical dispersion of the professional 
cohort. Second, there was a lack of professional new Chinese migrants in Chinese 
associations, partly because the established associations were catering for traditional 
Chinese settlers, and partly because the resourceful middle class migrants did not feel 
the immediate need to create and participate in diasporic associations (Liu, 2011, 
Benton and Gomez, 2011). Even so, at the beginning of the sample recruitment, 
various Chinese associations (such as the British Chinese Society and the Chinese 
and Oriental Students Society) and university alumni associations were contacted, but 
there was no response.  
 
To overcome the above challenge, the internet was used in addition to the 
UHVHDUFKHU¶V SHUVRQDO FRQWDFWV DV DQRWKHU UHVRXUFH RI UHFUXLWPHQW ,Q  'DYLG
Parker and Miri Song studied the use of the internet (online public forum) by the 
second generation British Chinese. They highlighted how such a public cyberspace 
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provided important sites for self-expression and collective identity production of the 
geographically dispersed, socially marginalised young Chinese. Following the Parker 
and Song (2007) findings, the researcher observed active participation of new Chinese 
migrants on the two major mainland Chinese public forums in the UK: LKCN 
http://lkcn.net/bbs/index.php?act=idx and Powerapple www.powerapple.com. These 
two online forums were used as fields of recruitment and produced positive responses.   
 
In addition to public forums, social network services (SNS) also gave rise to more 
specified online groups, such as various professional and academic online groups 
formed by mainland Chinese in the UK, where the target cohort of this research was 
more likely to be found. Being an insider, it was relatively straightforward for the 
researcher to gain access to these Mandarin-speaking forums and SNS groups.  
 
In order to maximize the size and the diversity of the sample, messages were 
published on both online forums and SNS groups with the link to the short 
questionnaire. Based on the LQGLYLGXDOV¶EDVLFLQIRUPDWLRQWKHUHVHDUFKHUVHOHFWLYHO\
contacted the questionnaire respondents and invited them to take part in the interview. 
The purpose of the selection was to keep a more gender-balanced sample with a 
variety of professional backgrounds. For example, the questionnaire posted on the 
public forum elicited a response from a substantial number of postgraduate students, 
but only a small number of students were required in the sample. Furthermore, some 
questionnaire reVSRQGHQWV IURP PDLQODQG &KLQD GLG QRW PDWFK WKH ³PLGGOH FODVV´
criteria (e.g. they did not have a degree, or they worked in low-skilled jobs), and were 
thus excluded from the research.  
 
While the internet recruitment attracted a reasonable amount of interest, the 
person-to-person recruitment was slow. Like the pilot study, most participants did not 
³VQRZEDOO´LQWRDJUHDWHUQXPEHURIFRQWDFWV7KHPDMRULW\RISDUWLFLSDQWVLQGLFDWHGWKH
limited social contacts they had with fellow Chinese migrants. Since most of the middle 
class Chinese migrants arrived in the UK as students, the initial Chinese friends they 
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PDGH ZHUHPRVWO\ WKHLU IHOORZ VWXGHQWV ³1RZ WKH\¶YH DOO JRQH EDFN´ZDV WKHPRVW
frequently expressed explanation for their lack of Chinese contacts in the UK. Working 
in non-&KLQHVH FRPSDQLHV DOVR OLPLWHG WKH SDUWLFLSDQWV¶ RSSRUWXQLWLHV IRU PDNLQJ
Chinese friends, compared to their counterparts who worked in the Chinese catering 
business.  
 
Furthermore, there appeared to be a lack of active involvement with Chinese 
communities among the professional Chinese migrants. Being highly educated, fluent 
in English and resourceful, this cohort clearly had the ability to develop its social circle 
outside of the Chinese community. Although the majority reported a generally limited 
social circle in the UK, they appeared to be indifferent/casual about the limited number 
of Chinese friends, but showed more anxiety DERXWKRZGLIILFXOWLWZDVWR³PDNHIULHQGV
ZLWKWKHORFDOV´7KLVDWWLWXGHLVVLPLODUWR.QRZOHV¶: 17) discovery in the latest 
study on affluent Beijing migrants in London. She found that her informants did not 
³OHDGSDUWLFXODUO\&KLQHVHOLYHV´QRUGLGWKH\³OLYHLQZKDWLVUHIHUUHGWRDVWKH&KLQHVH
FRPPXQLW\´WKH\ZHUH³LQWHJUDWHGLQD London cosmopROLWDQZD\´.  
 
A breakthrough in the recruitment of more participants in the UK, was, ironically, made 
by contacting returnees in China. Similar to other members in the cohort, the 
researcher maintained contact with her friends who returned to China after study/work 
abroad. Through the network of the returnees, a substantial number of UK participants 
with a variety of backgrounds were UHFUXLWHG7KLVIHDWXUHRI³WUDQVQDWLRQDOUHFUXLWPHQW´
reflected the emerging transnational social field of the new Chinese migrants. Such an 
adjustment in the recruitment process was also an example of how the profile of 
participants and recruitment strategy influenced each other during the research 
SURFHVV$V%U\PDQSRLQWHGRXWVQRZEDOOVDPSOLQJLVXVHIXOLQ³UHIlecting 
WKH UHODWLRQVKLSV EHWZHHQ SHRSOH´ 7KH Figure below shows the three channels of 
sample recruitment (contacts in the UK, contacts in China, and the internet) as well as 
the limited ³relationships between people´.   





Figure 1: Participant recruitment network 
The diagram shows the variety of sources and the process of recruiting participants. 
The matching of number and individual participants can be found in Appendix 2.    
 
Interviewing both the child and parents from the same family has been rare in 
transnational family research largely because of the difficulty to access both child and 
parents in a transnational setting. The recruitment of parents began later than the 
recruitment of migrant participants. After the completion of each interview, the 
participants were asked if they would be willing to connect the researcher to their 
parents in China. This request was met with three types of responses. First, the 
participant did not want to ask their parents to take part in the research. Second, the 
participant asked, but parents declined the interview request. Third, the participant and 
parents both responded positively to the interview request, and they constituted the 7 
sets of parents in the sample. 
 
The different types of responses reflected the matter of trust. For most parents in this 
study, taking part in VRFLDO UHVHDUFK ZDV QHZ WR WKHP 7KH SDUHQWV¶ JHQHUDWLRQ
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experienced the Cultural Revolution and were understandably wary of taking part in an 
³LQWHUYLHZ´ZLWKD UHVearcher (i.e. a stranger) from a public institution. For example, 
during an interview with a father from the Inner Mongolia region of China, the 
UHVHDUFKHUZDVDVNHGVHYHUDOWLPHVLIWKHLQWHUYLHZZRXOGEH³OHDNHG´WRWKH&KLQHVH
Communist Party even after repeated assurances of the confidentiality entailed in the 
UHVHDUFK 3DUHQWDO VXVSLFLRQ WRZDUGV ³LQWHUYLHZV´ ZDV DOVR SDUW RI WKH UHDVRQ ZK\
some participants were reluctant to contact their parents for the researcher. For 
example, Zhiming (male, 31, sales manager) was recruited through the internet. He 
was supportive of the research, but when asked to contact his parents, Zhiming 
hesitated for a while and politely refused, explaining that his parents might think he 
KDG³JRWLQWRWURXEOHLQWKH8.´DQGwas subject to ³LQYHVWLJDWLRQ´  
 
Nevertheless, at the more positive end of the spectrum, some participants and their 
parents were very supportive. Ideally the researcher would have interviewed both the 
mother and the father of the respondents, however, 5 out of the 7 interviews involved 
only the mother or the father. The 7 interviews were made up of 4 telephone interviews 
and 3 face-to-face interviews. Children acted as the gatekeeper, especially in the 
FDVHVRIWHOHSKRQHLQWHUYLHZVLQGHFLGLQJZKLFKSDUHQW¶s telephone number to give to 
the researcher. Their choice of parent was based on a combination of practical 
consideration (e.g. the less busy parent) and the recognition of the authority in the 
family, i.e., children did not necessarily choose the parent based on daily intimacy, but 
WKHRQHZKRPWKH\IHOWFRXOGDFWDVWKH³VSRNHVSHUVRQ´IRUWKHIDPLO\)RUH[DPSOH
Tengfei (male, 28, PhD student) reported an emotional gap between him and his 
³DXWKRULWDULDQ´IDWKHUEXWSUHIHUUHGKLVIDWKHUWRWDNHSDUWLQthe interview.  
 
Because of the long distance, not all the parents could be interviewed face-to-face. 
$SDUWIURP%HL\DR¶VIHPDOHSURFHVVHQJLQHHUPRWKHUZKRKDSSHQHGWREHLQWKH
8. WR ORRN DIWHU %HL\DR¶V QHZ-ERUQ VRQ WKH UHVHDUFKHU YLVLWHG 5DQ¶V male, 27, 
VRIWZDUHHQJLQHHUSDUHQWVLQ6LFKXDQSURYLQFHZHVW&KLQDDQG%ROLQ¶VIHPDOH
export manager) parents in Zhejiang province (southeast China). There was no 
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dominant factor which singled out the supportive parents from those who declined the 
LQWHUYLHZUHTXHVW7KHSDUHQWSDUWLFLSDQWV¶EDFNJURXQGZDVIDLUO\GLYHUVH LQ WHUPVRI
age, educational level, occupation and home town (see Appendix 2). It is not unlikely 
that a larger number in the parent sample may produce a noticeably different pattern 
with regard to parental background and their response to an interview request. 
However, the diversity that emerged from such a small number in the parent sample 
VXJJHVWHG WKH FRPSOH[LW\ EHKLQG SHRSOH¶V DWWLWXGHV DQG WKH LPSRUWDQFH RI











The sample recruited in the UK was made up of 20 women and 13 men. There is 
currently no reliable research which documents the gender ratio among middle class 
one-child Chinese migrants in the UK. Consistently, more Chinese women than 
Chinese men graduated from UK higher education institutions between 2001-2011. 
Women outnumbered men in MDVWHU¶VSURJUDPPHVDQGXQGHUJUDGXDWHSURJUDPPHV
by a ratio of 1.5 to 1 in 2008/09 (Iannelli and Huang, 2013). Therefore, it is reasonable 
to infer that more women remained after education than men. Furthermore, the total 
number of 40 participants constituted enough variety for the purpose of this research.    
 
In terms of places of origin, the participants came from a variety of regions in China. 
Such diversity reflected what the literature highlighted about the new Chinese migrants: 
they not only came from transnational coastal migrant regions like Shanghai and 
Canton (near Hong Kong), but also from inland regions which were not traditionally 
migrant-sending places. However, there was no identifiable pattern between 
SDUWLFLSDQWV¶ SODFHV RI RULJLQ DQG SODFHV of residence in the UK. Participants were 
distributed in various part of England. Nevertheless, the concentration of the Chinese 
population in London is clear. Such a London-dominant Chinese population 
distribution also reflected the latest report of the young Chinese migrants (aged 23-39) 
in London (Knowles, 2015).  
 
However, Knowles (2015) pointed out that although London had the biggest Chinese 
population in number, Cambridge had the highest concentration of Chinese population 
(the Chinese constituted 3.6% of the population). A relatively high Chinese 
concentration can also be found in cities with Russell Group universities12. Most 
participants had moved at least once: they arrived in the UK where their university was, 
and later moved to where their job was (if the university was not in London). Job 
opportunities were greater in London, and nearly half of the participants who lived in 
London were in finance-related jobs (see Appendix 2).   
                                                             
12
 The Russell Group represents 24 leading UK universities. See http://russellgroup.ac.uk Accessed 12 




These maps of sample distribution are by no means representative of the one-child 
PLJUDQWV¶ SRSXODWLRQ 7KH REMHFWLYH RI WKH VWXG\ ZDV QRW WR UHFUXLW D VWDWLVWLFDOO\
representative sample, but to recruit a sample with a diverse background in order to 
reduce bias. Major qualitative studies into the one-child generation tended to be limited 
to one Chinese city (see Kajanus, 2015, Fong, 2011, 2004, Goh, 2011). Although 
Kajanus (2015) and Fong (2011) followed their participants as they went abroad as 
students, their research subjects were geographically limited to their place of origin. 
This study is the first time that a piece of qualitative research on the one-child 
generation contains participants from vastly different regions of China; such regions in 
China have distinctive cultural and socioeconomic features which were likely to shape 
LWVSHRSOH¶VSHUFHSWLRQV%DVHGRQDYHU\OLPLWHGREVHUYDWLRQLQWKLVVWXG\SDUWLFLSDQWV
from north China (including Beijing) were relatively more politically sensitive; while 
participants from south China were relatively more business-oriented. Although such 
an observation is not generalisable, an inclusive one-child generation sample certainly 
contributed to more balanced data.  
 
Similarly, this study is also the first qualitative research about the new Chinese 
migrants with participants recruited from different regions in England. The sample 
included traditionally Chinese concentrated places like London as well as the more 
white-dominated regions like Devon. In a very general sense, the London participants 
tended to be younger and more career-oriented. The non-London participants 
contained a greater proportion of married women. A common reason for these women 
to live in non-London locations was because their English husbands were settled in 
various parts of England 13 . Such a feature between London participants and 
non-London participants was only indicative and not generalisable. Nevertheless, if 
participants had been recruited from a single location, like London, the researcher may 
have risked the possibility of over-representing the Chinese migrants who remained 
mainly for jobs and under-represented those who remained mainly for families.  
                                                             
13
 All the participants are heterosexual. 
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2.2.2 &RQGXFWLQJLQWHUYLHZVDV³RQHRIWKHP´ 
 
The empirical data of this research was derived from 40 semi-structured interviews 
conducted in the UK and China during 2013-2014. Each interview lasted from 1 to 3 
hours. $VDQLQWHUYLHZHUEHLQJ³RQHRIWKHP´KDGDGYDQWDJHVWKHVKDUHGH[SHULHQFH
helped to reduce cultural and social barriers between the interviewer and participants 
and helped in the building of a trusting relationship (Song and Parker, 1995). Having a 
shared experience as only children who grew up in China and as one-child migrants in 
the UK, participants were more likely to reveal their difficulties and struggles where 
there was a sense of mutual understanding. In fact, during the interviews, a few 
SDUWLFLSDQWVIUHTXHQWO\XVHGSKUDVHVOLNH³\RXNQRZWKDW«´RU³ZHDOONQRZWKDW«´WR
VXJJHVWDVKDUHGLQWLPDWHNQRZOHGJHRIWKH³PDSRIPHDQLQJ´/LXb:412) in the 
Chinese context.  
 
In his Learning How to Ask (1986), the non-Hispanic American scholar Charles Briggs 
provided a detailed reflexive account about his fieldwork in a Mexican community in 
1HZ0H[LFR'UDZLQJRQKLVH[SHULHQFHDVDQ³RXWVLGHU´%ULJJVKLJKOLJKWHGWKHLVVXH
RI³WKHFRPSDWLbility of interviews as a means of acquiring information with the ways in 
ZKLFK WKHLU VXEMHFWV W\SLFDOO\ FRQYH\ LQIRUPDWLRQ WR DQRWKHU´ (1986:3). Such 
³FRPSDWLELOLW\´ZDVPXFKPRUHOLNHO\WREHDFKLHYHGE\WKH³LQVLGHU´ LQWHUYLHZHUZKR
was familiar with the cultural implication of certain questions, and knowing how to 
address them.   
 
2QH H[DPSOH RI WKH ³LQVLGHU´ DGYDQWDJH ZDV RQ WKH WRSLF RI PRQH\ ,Q WKH :HVW
inquiring openly about personal financial matters would be considered highly impolite. 
However, such a topic is considered acceptable in Chinese culture. Although some 
respondents had grown accustomed to avoiding money-related topics when 
socialising with the non-Chinese, it was certainly much easier for them to talk to a 
fellow Chinese about their personal financial matters. The continuing financial flow 
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IURP SDUHQWV WR FKLOG PLJUDQWV DQG WKH FKLOGUHQ¶V VHQVH RI HQWLWOHPHQW WR SDUHQWV¶
money turned out to be a significant finding of this research (see Chapter 5). Given 
that the financial independence of adult children was regarded as the norm in British 
society, the participants may not have been willing to reveal as much to a British 
researcher because of the possible embarrassment attached to it.  
  
Whether qualitative research is better conducted b\ DQ ³RXWVLGHU´ RU DQ ³LQVLGHU´ LV
RSHQWRGLVFXVVLRQ7KLVUHVHDUFKGRHVQRWLQWHQGWRDUJXHWKDWWKH³LQVLGHU´DSSURDFK
ZDVLQKHUHQWO\³VXSHULRU´:KDWLVLPSRUWDQWWRSRLQWRXWKHUHLVWKDWDOOWKHSXEOLVKHG
qualitative studies on the Chinese one-child JHQHUDWLRQWRWKHUHVHDUFKHU¶VNQRZOHGJH
KDYH EHHQ GRQH E\ ³RXWVLGHUV´ 7KHVH ³RXWVLGHUV´ LQFOXGH :HVWHUQ VFKRODUV 14 
(Kajanus, 2015, Goh, 2011, Fong, 2011, 2004) and Chinese scholars of an older 
generation15 (Liu, 2008ab). For the non-Chinese researchers, apart from culture 
VKRFN DQG WKH ODQJXDJH EDUULHU WKHLU ³IRUHLJQ´ LGHQWLW\ ZDV D PDUNHG IHDWXUH
throughout their research. Such a feature was particularly pronounced in Anni 
.DMDQXV¶V ILHOGZRUN LQ %HLMLQJ %HLQJ ³ZKLWH DQG :HVWHUQ´ .DMDQXV EHOLHYHG KHU
³IRUHLJQ´ LGHQWLW\ DWWUDFWHG \RXQJ &KLQHVH SHRSOH WR SDUWLFLSDWH LQ KHU UHVHDUFK
&RQVHTXHQWO\ VKH ZDV ³RIWHQ WUHDWHG DV D JXHVW´ DQG QRWHG KHU LQIRUPDQWV¶ FOHDU




Chinese (or Chinese of a Western nationality). However, there was a methodological 
setback in their research mainly to do with sample recruitment. Most of these 
researchers entered the lives of their one-child participants as their teacher or through 
schools/universities. For example, Vanessa Fong (2004) offered free English lessons 
LQH[FKDQJHIRUDFFHVVWRKHUVWXGHQWV¶IDPLO\OLYHV)HQJVKX/LXab) worked in a 
university in China and her participants were recruited through her former students.  
                                                             
14
 Kajanus came from Finland, Goh was born and raised in Singapore, and Fong was born in Taiwan, 
raised in California.  
15




What was common among these various recruitment strategies was that the 
UHVHDUFKHUVZHUH SUHVHQWHG WR WKH \RXQJ SDUWLFLSDQWVDV D ³WHDFKHU´ ,Q IDFW VRPH
researchers (e.g. Goh [2011], Fong [2004]) noted that their participants addressed 
them as ³7HDFKHU )RQJ´ RU ³7HDFKHU :X´. The teacher-student relationship was 
traditionally constructed in Confucian discourse as a strictly hierarchical distinction 
which regarded WKH ³WHDFKHU´ DV WKH VXSHULRU DQG WKH ³VWXGHQW´DV WKH LQIHULRU 7KLV
relational context was a clear barrier in previous qualitative research conducted by the 
³ROGHUJHQHUDWLRQ´ 
 
2.3 Data analysis and presentation 
 
The interviews in this study were transcribed and remained in Mandarin during the 
process of data analysis16. Interview-EDVHGILQGLQJVZHUHDUJXDEO\VRPHWKLQJ³MRLQWO\
SURGXFHGE\WKHLQWHUYLHZHUDQGWKHUHVSRQGHQW´%ULJJV'DWDDQDO\VLVLVD
SURFHVV ZKHUH WKH RULJLQDO LQWHUYLHZV ZHUH IXUWKHU ³HGLWHG´ E\ WKH UHVHDUFKHU¶V
interpretation. In the case of cross-language research, the question of when and how 
to translate the original interview script has been widely discussed (Temple and Young, 
2004). In this study, the researcher intended to make as little alteration to the interview 
data as possible, which included analysing the material in Mandarin.     
 
7KHYDOXHDQGOHYHORI³WUXWK´RILQWHUYLHZGDWDKDVEHHQDPXFK-debated topic. David 
Silverman (2011) has summarised three approaches of interpreting interview data: 
SRVLWLYLVP ZKLFK WUHDWV LQWHUYLHZ GDWD DV SRWHQWLDO DFFHVV WR ³IDFWV´ HPRWLRQDOLVP
which focuses on the lived (emotion) experience of the interviewee; and 
constructionism, which pays more attention to how the interview data was constructed 
than to what was said. While these three approaches treat interviewee (and the role of 
interviewer) differently based on different perceptions RI³WUXWK´LWLVXQZLVHWRWDNHRQO\
                                                             
16
 Selected transcripts were translated into English at an early stage so that the author ¶s supervisor 
could read them and get a sense of the process.  
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one approach to interpret interview data in this study, because the interview data is a 
mixture of narrative, attitudes and emotions. The interview data includes retrospective 
accounts about up-bringing and migration decision making, facts about current 
concerns like property purchase and remittances, as well as speculation about the 
IXWXUHSDUHQWDOFDUH7KH³SRVLWLYLVP´DSSURDFKKHOSVto identify recurring claims made 
E\WKHLQWHUYLHZHHVEXWWRIXUWKHUH[DPLQHWKHVHFODLPV¶UHODWLRQVWRHDFKRWKHUWKHLU
implications on the participants, as well as on the topic, needs an analysis from 
different angles.      
  
The process of data analysis involved two stages. The transcribed interviews were 
coded (using QSRNvivo10) against interview questions, and the codes used were 
based on the responses. For example, in response to the quesWLRQ ³:K\ GLG \RX
FRPH WR VWXG\ LQ WKH 8."´ SDUWLFLSDQWV FRPPRQO\ PHQWLRQHG D FOXVWHU RI UHDVRns. 
Some provided more straightforward answers such as it was ³HDVLHUWRILQGDMRE´³LW
ZDV WUHQG\´ RU ³, OLNH WKH %ULWLVK FXOWXUH´ :KHUHDV RWKHUV XVHG PRUH ambiguous 
SKUDVHVOLNH³,ZDQWWRKDYHDORRNRXWVLGH´ZKLFKPLJKWPHDQDQLQWHUHVWLQIRUHLJQ
FXOWXUHRU WKHDFFXPXODWLRQRI ³VRFLDOV\PEROLFFDSLWDO´ IRU WKHDGYDQFHPHQWRI WKHLU
career.  
 
In this situation, the respondent was asked to clarify the ambiguous phrase during the 
interview. In a less common situation, the participant answered the question by starting 
ZLWKDQLQFLGHQW³,GLGQ¶WGRZHOOLQH[DPV,FRXOGQ¶WJRWRDJRRGXQLYHUVLW\LQ&KLQD
My parents asked if I would like to study abroad, I VDLG2.´4XDQPDOHHOHFWURQLF
engineer). In this case, Quan was not inspired to study abroad until it emerged as a 
³OHVVEDG´RSWLRQDVIDUDVXQLYHUVLW\FKRLFHZDVFRQFHUQHG7KHUHIRUH4XDQ¶VDQVZHU
ZDVFRGHGDVERWK³HGXFDWLRQDQGFDUHHUDGYDQFH´DQG³QRPDMRUmotivation´






Motivation to study abroad  
1. education and career advance 22 
2. interested in exploring another culture 21 
3. follow the trend 10 
4. get away from the Chinese society 7 
5. no major motivation 5 
6. get away from parents 1 
 
This coding exercise generated a quantified profile of the data. It showed the most 
frequently mentioned answers and also pointed out the outlying cases. The advantage 
of codLQJ RQ 1YLYR ZDV WKDW WKH VRIWZDUH¶V ³PDWUL[ FRGLQJ´ IXQFWLRQ DOORZHG WKH
researcher to freely test the relationships between codes and the personal attributes 
(e.g. gender, income, marital status) of the participants. These results helped to map 
out the initial pattern of the data and to identify recurring themes.  
 
Having analysed the relationship between cases, the next stage of analysis focused 
on in-depth case-by-case analysis. This stage contributed to data analysis in three 
respects. First, it put the codes produced on Nvivo into a relational web. For example, 
the codes produced (the diagram above) ZLWK UHJDUG WR ³PRWLYHV RI PLJUDWLRQ´
indicated that participants tended to have multiple aspirations to go abroad, but it did 
not reflect the relationship, priority or occurring sequence of these factors. Therefore, 
the case-based analysis helped bring out the dynamics between these factors. 
Second, within an interview, repetitions and self-contradictions were important clues 
for analysis, which could be identified only by reading through the interview as a whole.       
Finally, the researcher could identify important comments made by the participants 
which were not directly investigated in the interview questions.  
     
All interview excerpts used in this article were translated into English by the researcher. 
The names of respondents mentioned in the article are all pseudonyms. The word 
³FKLOGUHQ´ LVXVHG LQ WKLV research for the convenience of analysing the parent-child 
relationship; in fact these migrant ³FKLOGUHQ´ZHUHEHWZHHQ-38 years old, and nearly 
a third of them have had British-born off-spring. The details of the participants 
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presented in the research were limited to the time of the interview. As the researcher 
kept in touch with the majority of the participants after the interview, news about 
decisions to return to China, changes of jobs, and purchase of properties were 
reported throughout the analysis and writing stages of the research. The continuing life 
changes of participants, although they cannot be included in the analysis, acted as a 
constant reminder that each interview account was only a snapshot of a living person 
in a certain place at a certain stage of his/her life.   
 
2.4 Reflexivity  
 
When we talk with someone else about the world, we take into account who the 
RWKHULVZKDWWKDWRWKHUSHUVRQFRXOGEHSUHVXPHGWRNQRZµZKHUH¶WKDWRWKHULVLQ
relation to ourself in the world we talk about (Baker, 1982:109). 
 
As mentioned eaUOLHU EHLQJ ³RQH RI WKHP´ JDYH the researcher advantages in 
conducting the research. However, being a native language researcher can have 
setbacks. In terms of language, there is a danger for a native language researcher to 
KDYH D ³IDOVH DVVXPSWLRQ´ EHKLQG IDPLOLDU ZRUGVDQG to take for granted meanings 
behind shared vocabularies (Davies, 1999: 114). Furthermore, some participants may 
be less likely to share information with a fellow Chinese than with an outsider of their 
ethnic community. Both the researcher and the participant are influenced by the 
³HYHU\GD\ FRPPRQ-VHQVH NQRZOHGJH RI WKH VRFLDO VWUXFWXUH´ DQG WKH WHQGHQF\ WR
UHFRJQL]H D TXHVWLRQ DQG SURYLGH DQ DQVZHU WR EH KHDUG DV ³DSSURSULDWH´ IRU D
particular identity (Silverman, 2011:179).  
 
7KH FKDOOHQJH RI ³FRPPRQ-VHQVH NQRZOHGJH RI WKH VRFLDO VWUXFWXUH´ EHFDPe more 
obvious when conducting interviews with the parents of the one-child participants. On 
several occasions parents talked to the researcher as if they were talking to their own 





Parents were more likely, understandably, to present a more harmonious family 
UHODWLRQVKLSDQGJLYH D ³SROLWLFDOO\ FRUUHFW´ UHVSRQVHZKLOH WKHLU FKLOGUHQZHUHPRUH
likely to confess to conflicts and problems with their parents. However, the SDUHQWV¶
³SROLWLFDOO\ FRUUHFW´ UHVSRQVHV SURYLGHG YDOXDEOH DFFRXQWV ZKLFK LQGLFDWHG certain 
socially accepted/dominating norms.  
 
Nevertheless, parents were not always conscious of maintaining a more authoritarian 
SRVLWLRQLQIURQWRIWKHUHVHDUFKHUZKRZDVPRUHRUOHVVWKHLUFKLOG¶VDJH,QIDFWVRPH
parents were clearly relieved to have someone, who shared a similar background as 
WKHLU FKLOG WR WDON WR3DUHQWVZHUHJHQHUDOO\ NHHQ WRJLYHGHWDLOVDERXW WKHLU FKLOG¶V
up-bringing; two mothers were in tears when talking about the long-term separation 
from their overseas child. As a listener, it was moving to hear the emotional stories 
from both parents and children and to appreciate the care and anxiety expressed by 
both generations. However, as a researcher, it was important to find the balance 
EHWZHHQD³KXPDQLVWLF´DQGDVRFLDOVFLHQFHposition (Loseke and Kusenbach, 2008).  
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Chapter 3. Growing up as an only child in a changing China 
 
The 1978 economic reform and the 1979 one-child policy transformed the profile and 
outlook of Chinese families during the final three decades of the 20th Century. At the 
same time the social, economic and political changes posed challenges for families. 
7KH SDUHQWV¶ JHQHUDWLRQ H[SHULHQFHG WKH SRYHUW\ SROLWLFDO XSKHDYDOV DQG WKH ULJLG
communist system during the pre-reform period as well as the widening income gap, 
employment instability and increasing competition in the post-reform era. The 
one-child generation was born into a developing China where the traditional family 
culture and non-traditional notions had a combined impact on the same family or 
individual. This chapter will examine the up-bringing of the middle class only children 
in terms of parenting and gender differences in the background of a changing society.  
 
3.1 Chinese families in post-1978 transition 
 
3.1.1 %HFRPLQJ³PLGGOHFODVV´ 
     
As discussed in the literatXUHUHYLHZ&KDSWHULWLVGLIILFXOWWRGHILQH³PLGGOHFODVV´
HVSHFLDOO\ZKHQLWLVDSSOLHGLQWKH&KLQHVHFRQWH[W+RZHYHUWKHZRUG³FODVV´LVQRW
unfamiliar to the Chinese, given WKH³FODVVVWUXJJOHFDPSDLJQV´LQ0DR¶VFRPPXQLVW
regime (Whyte, 2012). The end of the Cultural Revolution and the start of the 
economic reforms in 1978 was a significant turning point for social stratification. That 
period witnessed the shift of a classification based on political identities (e.g. peasant, 
landlord, capitalist) to the emergence of a middle class based on financial, 
educational and political criteria.  
   
a. Pre-1978 social stratification 
 
)URPWKHVWRVKRXVHKROGVZHUHFODVVLILHGLQWR³UHG´DQG³EODFN´FDWHJRULHV
The former referred to the revolutionary class including landless peasants, factory 
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workers and cadres. The latter referred to the so-FDOOHG ³DQWLUHYROXWLRQDU\ FODVVHV´
LQFOXGLQJODQGRZQHUV³ULJKW-ZLQJHUV´PRVWO\LQWHOOHFWXDOVDQGXUEDQSURSHUW\RZQHUV
The classification was largely baVHGRQWKHLQGLYLGXDO¶VIDWKHU¶VRFFXSDWLRQDVZHOODV
WKHLQGLYLGXDO¶V³SROLWLFDOSHUIRUPDQFH´LQSDUW\-led campaigns (Zhang and Liu, 2013, 
%LDQ  &ODVVHV LQ WKH ³UHG´ FDWHJRU\ ZKLFK ZHUH UHJDUGHG DV WKH ³IRUPHU
H[SORLWHGFODVVHV´ZHUH IDYRXUHG LQ school admissions and job assignments, while 
WKH³IRUPHUH[SORLWLQJFODVV´VXIIHUHGV\VWHPDWLFGLVFULPLQDWLRQ:DOGHU2QFH
ODEHOOHGDFHUWDLQ³FODVV´LWZDVH[WUHPHO\GLIILFXOWIRUDQLQGLYLGXDOWRVZLWFKIURPRQH
class to another. 
 
In the late 1950s the state introduced a strict household registration system which 
limited the physical and social mobility between urban and rural residents (Whyte, 
2012, Wu and Treiman, 2004). In cities, the state-owned enterprises allocated jobs 
largely based on thHLQGLYLGXDO¶VSROLWLFDO³FODVV´=KDQJDQG/LX7KLVSROLWLFDOO\
rigid, economically unsustainable system soon faced the pressure of staff redundancy 
in the 1960s. Two years following the start of the Cultural Revolution in 1966, 16 
million urban yRXWKV ZHUH DOORFDWHG WR UXUDO DUHDV WR EH ³HGXFDWHG WKURXJK KDUG
PDQXDOZRUN´ *XDQ7KHQXPEHURIDGROHVFHQWV LQYROYHG LQ WKH³VHQW-down 
PRYHPHQW´DFFRXQWHG IRURI WKHXUEDQSRSXODWLRQ LQ 3DQ7KH
movement was arguably a measure to suspend the out-break of the urban 
employment crisis; it consequently slowed down the rate of urbanization (Li, 2005, 
Walder, 1989).  
 
8UEDQ FKLOGUHQ IURP DOO ³FODVVHV´ UHG DQG EODFN ZHUH IRUFLEO\ ³VHQW GRZQ´ DQG
parents from a privileged background could not prevent it (Unger, 1980, Bernstein, 
7KH³VHQW-GRZQPRYHPHQW´ZKLFKODVWHGIRUDGHFDGH-1978), disrupted 
DJHQHUDWLRQRI\RXQJSHRSOH¶VHGXFDWLRQDQGFDUHHUSDWK=KRX*XDQ
In this study, parents who were born between the 1940s and early 1950s were 
aIIHFWHGE\WKHPRYHPHQW:KHQWKHJUHDWZDYHVRIWKH³VHQW-GRZQ\RXWK´UHWXUQHG
to the city at the end of the Cultural Revolution, the state attempted to solve the 
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massive job demand by allocating more jobs to the already oversubscribed 
state-owned companies, meanwhile encouraging individuals to turn to 
self-employment. The former method eventually led to a large number of staff 
redundancies during the economic reform of the 1980s and 1990s; the latter attempt 
witnessed the emergence of various non-state businesses (Whyte, 2012, Wu, 2006, 
/L  ,Q DGGLWLRQ VRPH RI WKH ³VHQW-GRZQ´ PHPEHUV UHVXPHG WKHLU HGXFDWLRQ
after 1976, while the rest were not able to do so for physical, psychological and 
administrative reasons (Zhou, 2013). Such a difference in education levels further 
divided the socioeconomic profile of that generation when skills and qualifications 
became essential in the reformed labour market.  
 
b. Post-1978 social stratification       
 
The post-1978 economic reform witnessed the widening of the gap between the rich 
and the poor as well as the rise of the group in between. The middle-range income 
JURXSZDVFRPPRQO\UHIHUUHGWRDVWKH³PLGGOHFODVV´$VLJQLILFDQWQXPEHURIODLG-off 
workers in the 1980s and 1990s (mainly in cities) became private business owners 
:XZKLOHWKHUHVWVWUXJJOHGLQSRYHUW\/L7KHIRUPHU³UHG´DQG³EODFN´
divide rapidly blurred. However, the legacy of the communist institutions from the 
pre-1978 period still had an impact in shaping the new middle class: the emergence of 
a private sector in China was mainly the product of the transformation of state-owned 
enterprises. Such companies had, to a large extent, inherited personnel, a managerial 
system and a political culture from its former context (Goodman, 2008:27).  
 
Therefore, the middle class in China is heterogeneous; individuals from variously 
ODEHOOHGSROLWLFDO³FODVVHV´FRXOGDFTXLUHPLGGOHFODVVVWDWXVIURPGLIIHUHQWFKDQQHOV
Within only a decade, intellectuals from the IRUPHU GLVFULPLQDWHG ³EODFN FODVVHV´
EHFDPH UHVSHFWHG EHFDXVH RI WKHLU TXDOLILFDWLRQV DQG H[SHUWLVH WKH ³FDSLWDOLVWV´
changed from being at the bottom of the pre-1978 political ladder to the elites in the 
market economy. Moreover, the former cadres were DOVRDEOHWRFRQYHUWWKHLU³SROLWLFDO
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FDSLWDO´ (Wu, 2006) and transform themselves into entrepreneurs in the 1980s. As a 
UHVXOW LQVWHDG RI VKDULQJ D ³KRPRJHQHRXV PLGGOH-FODVV LGHQWLW\ DQG FXOWXUH´ /L
2010a:155), the current Chinese middle class has different levels of education, 




The Chinese household saving rate increased from below 5% in the 1970s to 27% in 
2009 (Curtis et al, 2015). A household survey in 2004 indicated a savings rate of 26% 
in rural areas and 24% in urban areas, which was significantly higher than that of 
OECD countries (Kuijs, 2006). The high savings rate in a wealth-generating period 
contributed to the growing family disposable income, which then made large-scale 
intergenerational transfers possible (see Chapter 5).  
 
The population that became middle class in the post-1978 economic reform was 
largely the generation that was born in the 1950s and 1960s. In spite of the diversity of 
WKHLUHGXFDWLRQDODQGSROLWLFDOEDFNJURXQGZKDWWKHVH³PLGGOHFODVV´&KLQHVHKDGLQ
common was increased household assets and a shared experience of the social and 
economic upheavals during the second half of the 20th Century. The high post-1978 
household savings rate was the result of household income growth, a destabilised 
former communist-style welfare system, and the reduction in the number of children 
after the one-child policy (Ma and Yi, 2010, Kuijs, 2006, Modigliani and Cao, 2004). 
 
In this study, parents of middle class one-child families were born between the late 
1940s and 1960s. These parents belong to the generation who grew up during the 
pre-SHULRGDQGDFTXLUHGWKHLU³PLGGOHFODVV´VWDWXVGXULQJWKHSRVW-1978 reform. 
Around a third of the parents reported (some parents may have chosen not to reveal 
Cultural-Revolution-related memories to the researcher) that their education had been 
LQWHUUXSWHGE\WKH³VHQW-GRZQPRYHPHQW´EXWsome continued higher education after 
1978 and worked as professionals; while a small number of the parents did not 
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continue into higher education and became private business owners or remained in 
the state-owned enterprises as cadres (in managerial positions). Furthermore, it was 
not uncommon to find some parents doing a mixture of sideline jobs while still having 
their names attached to a state-owned company for the welfare benefits.      
 
%DVHGRQVRPHSDUHQWV¶PHPRULHVRIWKHLUFKLOGKRRGVDQGHDUO\ZRUNLQJ\HDUVPRVW
parents in this study had a financially deprived up-bringing, and a low household 
income period from the 1960s to the 1980s; during which time the 3-year Great 
Famine (1960-1963) and the Cultural Revolution (1966-1977) had a deeply 
destructive impact upon Chinese families. This kind of background and traumatic 
KLVWRULFDO H[SHULHQFH UHVXOWHG LQ PRVW SDUHQWV¶ GHVLUH IRU ILQDQFLDO VHFXULW\ DQG WKH
tendency to save their newly-acquired wealth for the next generation. With the 
increase in disposable income and the opening up of the housing market, buying 
property became one of the main methods for middle class households to invest and 
consolidate their wealth (Zhang, 2010). Several parents in this study mentioned 
buying properties as an investment to prepare for major expenses generated by their 
child.   
 
3.1.2 A more competitive society 
 
The transition from a planned economy to a market economy gave a greater level of 
freedom to the flow of resources and labour. The individuals in these transitions also 
found themselves in a crucial period where their former belief in a secure, egalitarian, 
long-term form of state employment was being challenged by a relatively uncertain, 
unequal and competitive employment system but one which also brought the 
opportunities for high income and social up-ward mobility. The changing demands of 
the labour market had a direct impact on the priorities of education for the younger 







In pre-reform China, most urban residents worked in state-owned enterprises called 
³ZRUNXQLWV´$ MRE LQ ³ZRUNXQLWV´ZDVFRPPRQO\ UHIHUUHG WRDVDQ ³LURQ ULFHERZO´
LQGLFDWLQJWKHVHQVHRIVHFXULW\WKDWFDPHZLWKLW:K\WH³:RUNXQLWV´SURYLGHG
for a wide UDQJHRIZHOIDUHLQFOXGLQJKRXVLQJPHGLFDOFDUHFKLOGFDUHDQGFKLOGUHQ¶V
VFKRROLQJ /L  0DR¶V UHJLPH SXW WKH HPSKDVLV RQ DQ HJDOLWDULDQ LQFRPH
GLVWULEXWLRQDQGVWUHVVHG³PRUDOLQVWHDGRIPRQHWDU\LQFHQWLYHV´:DOGHU7KH
salary and welfare SURYLGHG E\ ³ZRUN XQLWV´ ZHUH JXDUDQWHHG IRU D OLIHWLPH 0DQ\
DVSHFWVRIHPSOR\HHV¶OLYHVZHUHFRQWUROOHGE\WKHVWDWHWKURXJKWKH³ZRUNXQLW´)RU
H[DPSOHHPSOR\HHVQHHGHGWRVHHNSHUPLVVLRQIURPWKHLU³ZRUNXQLW´WRPDUU\DQGWR
have children (Li, 2005) 7KH ³ZRUN XQLWV´ HPSOR\PHQW SDWWHUQ GLG QRW XQGHUJR
significant changes until the mid-¶V7KXVWKH³ZRUNXQLWV´SOD\HGDFUXFLDOUROHLQ
the implementation of the one-FKLOG SROLF\ DPRQJ XUEDQ IDPLOLHV LQ WKH ODWH ¶V
DQG¶V  
 
The first decade of the economic reform saw the gradual change from equal to 
competitive salaries in the state-RZQHGHQWHUSULVHV-REVHFXULW\LQ³ZRUNXQLWV´ZDV
IXUWKHUFKDOOHQJHGLQWKH¶VZKHQDODUJHQXPEHURIVWDWH-owned enterprises went 
through privatization, and made redundant a great proportion of their employees. The 
QXPEHURISHRSOHHPSOR\HGLQ³ZRUNXQLWV´SOXPPHWHGIURPPLOOLRQLQWR
million in 2002 (Whyte, 2015). Furthermore, the rise of private business and the 
entrance of foreign investment accelerated competition for jobs and promotion within 
WKH³ZRUNXQLWV´DVZHOODVLQWKHZLGHUODERXUPDUNHW  
 
Individuals in the middle of the rapid institutional transitions were faced with the urgent 
QHHG WR DGMXVW WKHPVHOYHV IURP WKH IRUPHU ³ZRUN XQLW´ V\VWHm to market economy 
competition. As mentioned before, the rise of private business in post-reform China 
was, to some extent, the result of the failure of the state to reduce the rate of 





LQHIILFLHQW³ZRUNXQLWV´'XULQJWKHPDVVLYHFXWRIstate-owned enterprise employees 
in the mid-µ90s, 20% of the staff were not forced to leave: they chose to resign for 
better-paid opportunities (Li, 2005).  
 
In this study, it was common to hear about the changes in the career paths of the 
parents as they experienced institutional changes during the last three decades of the 
20th &HQWXU\ 6RPH SDUHQWV VZLWFKHG IURP WKH SXEOLF WR SULYDWH VHFWRU IURP ³ZRUN
XQLWV´ WR VHOI-employment/starting their own business); some parents changed the 
field of their expertise in response to the ODERXU PDUNHW¶V GHPDQG HJ D IDWKHU
switched from fish farming research to accountancy); while some parents had two or 
more jobs (e.g. a couple who worked as clerks in a state-owned enterprise also had a 
side-line private business selling computer spare parts). In this study the various 
changes parents made to adapt to the competitive post-reform society tended to lead 
to higher household incomes and better household financial security. While the rapid 
social stratification after 1978 meant a significant SHUFHQWDJH RI IRUPHU ³ZRUN XQLW´
employees became less well-off, the parents in the research are the successful 
survivors of the socio-economic changes.  
 
1HYHUWKHOHVV³ZRUNXQLWV´ still had DVWURQJLQIOXHQFHRQWKHSDUHQWV¶JHQHUDWLRQ7KH
majority of parents in this study had jobs in state-owned enterprises. The parents who 
survived the massive staff FXWV LQ WKH ¶VZHUHDOUHDG\HVWDEOLVKHGHPSOR\HHV in 
middle or higher management positions) in their institutions. Therefore, most parents 
had a secured pension, and, more importantly, they were entitled to a medical 
insurance scheme where the state paid a significant part of their medical expenses. In 
addition to that, parents had their own savings to cover other medical expenses. 
Overall, both the legacy of the state-owned enterprises from the pre-1978 communist 
HUDDQG WKHJURZWKRI WKHPDUNHWHFRQRP\FRQWULEXWHG WR WKHPLGGOHFODVVSDUHQWV¶




b. Schooling and competition in the one-child generation 
 
Table 3: State school system in China 
Age: 
7-12 13-15 16-18 19+ 
Primary 
school 
Key middle school Key high school 
University  
 





&KLQD ODXQFKHGD ³-\HDUFRPSXOVRU\HGXFDWLRQ´ ODZ LQ%\ WKHPLGGOH
school education coverage reached 85% of the whole population (Ministry of 
Education of PRC, 2015). From the late 1990s, the state no longer assigned jobs for 
university graduates, and graduates were exposed to labour market competition. In 
the meantime, the state initiated an unprecedented expansion of higher education. 
The level of university enrolment increased from 3 million in 1996 (Whyte, 2015) to 25 
million in 2006; thus transforming higher education from exclusivity to inclusivity 
(Yeung, 2013). As the number of job-seekers with higher qualifications rose, 
SUHVWLJLRXV MREV EHFDPH ³LQFUHDVLQJO\ HOXVLYH´ )RQJ   IRU WKRVH ZKR
graduated from a more prestigious university. As a result, from the age of 13, the 
one-FKLOGJHQHUDWLRQVWXGHQWVQHHGHGWRFRPSHWHWRJRWRD³NH\´VHFRQGDU\VFKRRO
so that they would have a greater chance of entering a prestigious university.     
 
The term ³kH\VFKRROV´LQ&KLQDUHIHUVWREHWWHUTXDOLW\VWDWHVFKRROV7KHDGPLVVLRQ
WR NH\ VFKRROV ZDV LQ SULQFLSOH EDVHG RQ PHULW 7KH ³NH\ VFKRRO V\VWHP´ ZDV
introduced in the 1980s. Key schools were given priority in the assignment of teachers, 
equipment and IXQGV7KH\FRQVWLWXWHG³RQO\DVPDOOSHUFHQWDJHRIDOOUHJXODUMXQLRURU
high schools and funneled the best students into the best secondary schools, largely 
RQWKHEDVLVRIHQWUDQFHVFRUHV´<RX1HYHUWKHOHVVDPLQRULW\RINH\VFKRRO
students who did not meet the entrance requirement were able to study there because 
their parents had social connections or/and paid extra money. The percentage of this 
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cohort among all key school students is not clear. The percentage is likely to vary in 
different regions depending RQ ORFDONH\VFKRROV¶SROLFLHV ,WKDVEHHQUHSRUWHG WKDW
students with a more affluent family background were more likely to be found in key 
schools (Yang, 2006). Therefore, the one-FKLOG JHQHUDWLRQ¶V VFKRROLQJ FRQVLVWHG RI
academic competition among students alongside economic and social capital 
competition among parents.  
 
In addition to the state school system, the emergence of private schools since the 
early 2000s added to the diversity of schooling choices for the one-child generation. 
However, the percentage of students who attended private school remained small (7% 
in 2006 and 10% in 2014) (World Bank, 2015). In a more recent trend, study abroad in 
secondary schools became another alternative to access education options without 
competing in the state system. Although the number of under-18 overseas students 
has been increasing since 2010 (Wang, 2013), such a choice was limited to a small 














6 7 13 5 
State education  
key school 
5 8 13 1 
Private school 2 1 3 0 
 
The one-child respondents in this study had an above-average level of schooling, 
especially so given that nearly half of the sample attended key schools. (In China the 
key school students make up only a minority of all school students.) This feature 
reflects the middle class family background as well as the highly educated profile of 




to the school.  
 
Because key schools were more concentrated in cities, students outside cities had 
fewer opportunities to go to a key school. However, this situation did not stop some 
parents using their social connections to bypass the state system. Zhaohui (female, 
23, student) grew up in a town17 in south China and was a top student in her local 
school. There was no key school in her town, so for students who wanted to go to a 
better high school, they had to go to a city. Because of the priority given to the 
DGPLVVLRQ RI ORFDO VWXGHQWV ³LPPLJUDQWV´ OLNH =KDRKXL ZHUH LQ D GLVDGYDQWDJHG
SRVLWLRQ)RUWXQDWHO\IRU=KDRKXL³P\XQFOHOLYHGLQ=+LQLWLDOVRIWKHFLW\KHNQHZ
the headmaster of the key school, and the headmaster helped to get me into his high 
VFKRRO6R,OHIWP\SDUHQWVDQGZHQWWR=+´7KLVNLQGRIFRUUXSWLRQZDVODUJHO\WKH
result of unequally distributed education resources between cities and towns as well 
DVWKHJHRJUDSKLFDOGLVFULPLQDWLRQLQDNH\VFKRRO¶VDGPLVVLRQV\VWHP  
 
The unequal nature of the key school system caused concern in the state 
administration and attempts were made to promote a more egalitarian system 
(China.org, 2006, Ministry of Education, 2005). However, this up-down approach did 
not fundamentally change the demand for key schools among Chinese families. The 
NH\VFKRROQRWLRQ³LVWDNHQIRUJUDQWHGLQDVRFLHW\FRQFHLYHGDVDKLHUDUFK\´DVDQ
OECD-OHG UHVHDUFK REVHUYHG LQ V ³3DUHQWV GR QRW TXHVWLRQ WKH H[LVWHQFH RI
such a system; they only think how their own children might win the competition to get 
LQWR NH\VFKRROV´ &KHQJ6XFKDQDWWLWXGH LVDUJXDEO\ LQIOXHQFHGE\ the 
SDUHQWV¶ RZQ memories of their career disruptions in the post-1978 period: the 
realization of job insecurity as well as the possibility of upward mobility in the market 
economy.  
 
Similar to Zhaohui, Tao (female, 27, social media manager) and Kai (male, 28, estate 
                                                             
17
 $ ³WRZQ´ LQ WKLV VWXG\ UHIHUV WR D VHPL-rural, semi-urban area usually located between cities and 
FRXQWU\VLGH$GPLQLVWUDWLYHO\³WRZQV´DUHKLJKHUWKDQUXUDOYLOODJHVDQGORZHUWKDQFLWLHV8VXDOO\³WRZQV´
can be regarded as a transition period during the process of urbanisation.  
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agent) were also from towns, but they did not get into a key school.  Although all 
three only children eventually obtained a MDVWHU¶VGHJUHHIURP%ULWLVKXQLYHUVLWLHVWKH
routes they took, and the parental resources involved, were very different. Tao went to 
DQRUGLQDU\KLJKVFKRRODQGHYHQWXDOO\ FDPH WR WKH8. IRUD0DVWHU¶VGHJUHH.DL
attended private schools in a nearby city, and came to the UK for an A level course at 
the age of 16; he went on to university  where he eventually graduated with a 
0DVWHU¶VGHJUHH7KHUHIRUHIRUVWXGHQWVIURPRXWVLGHRIFLWLHVDQGZKRGLGQRWKDYH
social connections like Zhaohui did, private school and study abroad provided a 
channel for those with the financial resources to circumvent the unfair key school 
admission system.   
 
A few respondents also mentioned the benefits they received during schooling 
EHFDXVHRIWKHLUSDUHQWV¶VRFLDODQGHFRQomic capital. The reported benefits included 
the admission to a desirable primary school, starting school at an earlier age18, and 
the choice of studying with a preferred teacher. Shan (female, 32) attended both 
privileged primary school and a key secondary school. She said the admission to the 
NH\VHFRQGDU\VFKRROZDV³EDVHGRQP\H[DPVFRUHV´DVIRUHQWHULQJWKHGHVLUDEOH
SULPDU\VFKRRO³LWDOOGHSHQGHGRQZKR\RXUIDWKHULV,¶YHQRLGHDKRZP\'DGSXOOHG
WKH FRQQHFWLRQV´ 7KH PDMRULW\ RI WKH UHVSRQGHQWs (both children and the parents) 
perceived the ³XVLQJFRQQHFWLRQV´as something to be taken for granted. Only a very 
small number of the respondents expressed a sense of embarrassment. Therefore, 
from a very young age, the one-child generation was not only involved in intense 
competition in academic performance, but they were also aware of the role of parental 
capital in their upward mobility of the school ladder.    
 
3.1.3 Child rearing in one-child families 
 
As mentioned in the previous section, the pre-reform ³ZRUNXQLWV´ that used to provide 
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welfare services also included childcare. However, during the institutional 
WUDQVIRUPDWLRQLQWKH¶VDQG¶VWKHSXEOLFFKLOGFDUHVHUYLFHZDVGLVFDUGHGZKLOH
the alternative childcare institutions were not well established (Zhang and Maclean, 
2012). Although most children started kindergarten at age 4, the main responsibility of 
childcare before that age fell on families. Most only children were raised in cities 
where the employment rate for both females and males was high (e.g. in 1982, the 
urban employment rate for males was 90% and females 80%) (World Bank, 2006). 
Given that the majority of the one-child families had both the mother and father 
working full time, the JUDQGSDUHQWV¶KHOSZDVOLNHO\WREHVLJQLILFDQWLQ child rearing.  
 
In the study sample, most one-child respondents recalled that when they were very 
young their parents were busy working. A number of only children were sent away to 
live with their grandparents for the first few years from their birth, while in some cases 
grandparents lived with the one-child family and helped with daily care. After the 
children started school, they were usually sent to live with grandparents during 
summer holidays, where they had the company of cousins who were also spending 
their summer holidays with grandparents. However, not all the one-child families 
benefited from grandparent care providers. A small number of mothers reported that 
their parents-in-law did not want to help looking after a granddaughter as a result of 
gender discrimination, while their own parents had already committed to care for other 
JUDQGFKLOGUHQ,QWKHFDVHVZKHUHJUDQGSDUHQWV¶KHOSZDVDEVHQWSDUHQWVORRNHGIRU
temporary help from retired neighbours and other relatives, or, in some extreme cases, 
left the child alone at home (see Section 3.2.2.b.).  
 
Compared with families with more than one child, the childcare pressure in one-child 
families was less demanding. Among the 6 two-children families in this study, 2 
mothers stayed at home to look after the children, while only 1 out of 27 one-child 
UHVSRQGHQWV¶ PRWKHU GLG VR 1HYHUWKHOHVV LW LV LPSRUWDQW WR QRWH WKDW WZR-children 
families tended to be from rural areas and that the number of children may not be the 
GRPLQDWLQJIDFWRURI WKHPRWKHUV¶HPSloyment (or unemployment). Compared to the 
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binary caring-cared roles between parents and only children, sibling-care was a 
significant feature of families with more than one child. Based on the interview with the 
respondents from two-children families as wHOODVSDUHQWV¶PHPRU\RI WKHLUVLEOLQJV
when they were children, one frequently reported role of the older child was to help 
look after the younger sibling. The one-child families, on the other hand, had a more 
vertical care system which placed greater expectation upon the older generation 
(grandparents) to share the early stage childcare. Such an expectation was also 
carried on to the next generation: when the one-child generation had offspring, their 
parents played a crucial role in looking after the grandchild(ren) (see Chapter 5).  
 
3.2 The up-bringing of only children in middle class families 
 
7KHGRPLQDQWSHUFHSWLRQRI&KLQHVHSDUHQWLQJKDVEHHQDVVRFLDWHGZLWKFKLOGUHQ¶V
high academic achievement and the strict, demanding and authoritarian style of 
parents; the former is usually regarded as the result of the latter. In the Western media, 
Yale SURIHVVRU $P\ &KXD¶V DXWRELRJUDSKLFDO ERRN The Battle Hymn of the Tiger 
Mother generated a sharp critical reaction with regard to extremely strict parenting 
and chLOGUHQ¶V DFKLHYHPHQW DPRQJ $VLDQ $PHULFDQ SDUHQWV %%&  7KH
IROORZLQJ\HDUDPLGGOHFODVVIDWKHULQ&KLQDHPHUJHGDVDQ³HDJOH'DG´/HZLV
DQGRQFHDJDLQUHLQIRUFHGWKHSHUFHSWLRQRIWKH³DXWKRULWDULDQ´SDUHQWLQJVWHUHRW\SHLQ
contemporary China.    
 
The concept of ³DXWKRULWDULDQ´ SDUHQWLQJ DV ZLGHO\ XVHG LQ IDPLO\ DQG DGROHVFHQW
VWXGLHV LVEHOLHYHGWRRULJLQDWHIURP'LDQD%DXPULQG¶VPRGHORI WKUHH
parenting styles, namely, authoritative parents (demanding and accepting), 
authoritarian parents (demanding and rejecting), and permissive parents (permissive 
DQGUHMHFWLQJ7KHFRPPRQDVVRFLDWLRQRI&KLQHVHVW\OHSDUHQWLQJZLWK³DXWKRULWDULDQ´
parenting has been criticised for misrepresenting Chinese families using methods 
developed based on Western culture (Goh, 2011, Huang and Prochner, 2003, Chao, 
1994). Chao (1994) pointed out that the concept of Guan (literally means to govern or 
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to discipline) is essential in Chinese parenting. It has positive connotations that 
suggest a sense of care, concern, and responsibility from parents to children; a 
Chinese parent who does not Guan their child may be considered as irresponsible. 
Therefore, Chinese parents and children may stress the feature of discipline and 
control in the family because Guan is considered to be the accepted norm of Chinese 
parenting.      
 
The findings in this study from interviews with 27 only children and 7 parents partly 
confirms the role Guan plays in post-1978 Chinese families with around half of the 
respondents conforming to the traditional hierarchy and more overt daily disciplining. 
However, the other (nearly) half of the respondents showed a clear divergence from 
the so-FDOOHG ³DXWKRULWDULDQ´ SDUHQW-FKLOG LQWHUDFWLRQ )XUWKHUPRUH UHVSRQGHQWV¶
accounts of parental influence during their up-bringing extended beyond education. 
Other dimensions of their personality and social life were also shaped by parental 
involvement, and these involvements had a mixed impact on the child. The following 
sections will elaborate on the traditional central focus of Chinese families, namely the 
FKLOG¶V DFDGHPLF SHrformance, as well as on the less investigated aspects of a 
&KLQHVHFKLOG¶VXS-EULQJLQJQDPHO\WKHDVSLUDWLRQWRGHYHORSD³ZHOO-URXQGHG´SHUVRQ    
 
3.2.1 Mixed parental involvement in pursuing academic success 
 
Compared to other ethnic groups, Chinese parents have been widely depicted as 
having very high expectations of their children, particularly in terms of academic 
performance and career success ± though, arguably, the parentV¶KLJKH[SHFWDWLRQVRI
their children is not the sole preserve of parents from China per se (or indeed other 
aspiring immigrant groups). For example, in her study of Chinese families in Singapore, 
Kristina Göransson found that the Chinese were, in general, more successful than the 
Malay demographic in Singapore, and that young Chinese parents invested more time 
DQGPRQH\RQHDFKFKLOGWKDQWKH0DOD\SDUHQWVLQRUGHUIRUWKHPWREH³WKHEHVWRI
WKH EHVW´ *|UDQVVRQ  $YHUDJH $VLDQ $PHULFDQV &KLQHse, Japanese, 
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Korean and Indian) were found to have higher education expectations and education 
attainments than average white Americans (Goyette and Xie, 1999).  
 
Similarly, children and parents interviewed in this study all acknowledged high 
academic expectations from the family, but how SDUHQWVZHUH LQYROYHGLQWKHFKLOG¶V
education showed variations in parental approaches. Almost half of the one-child 
UHVSRQGHQWVXVHGWKHZRUG³VWULFW´RU³IUHTXHQWGuan´ZKHQGHVFULELQJWKHLUSDUHQW¶s 
attitudes and involvement in their school work, while the other half reported a 
relatively relaxed parental attitude about academic performance with less frequent 
Guan7KHUHZDVQRVLJQLILFDQWJHQGHUGLYLVLRQLQWKH³VWULFW´DQG³UHOD[HG´GLIIHUHQFH
in the parental approacK$OWKRXJKLQJHQHUDOWKHPRUH³UHOD[HG´SDUHQWVWHQGHGWREH
those who were highly educated (university level), there was inconsistency in a few 
FDVHV ZKHUH KLJKO\ HGXFDWHG SDUHQWV ZHUH VDLG WR EH H[WUHPHO\ ³SXVK\´ DQG YLFH
versa. Furthermore, in responVH WR GLIIHUHQW SDUHQWDO OHYHOV RI ³VWULFWQHVV´ FKLOGUHQ




This type of parent-child interaction reflects the traditional intergenerational 
UHODWLRQVKLSLQZKLFKWKHSDUHQW¶VDXWKRULW\LVWDNHQIRUJUDQWHGDQGWKHFKLOG¶VVWXG\LV
largely parent-OHGDQGPRQLWRUHG³,IP\VFKRROSHUIRUPDQFHZDVJRRGWKHQ,FRXOG
be naughty in other things; if I did poorly in school, then I wouldQ¶WEHDOORZHGWRGR
DQ\WKLQJHOVH´ (Liwen, male, 30, key school, tele-communication engineer). The not 
being allowed to do something the child regarded as fun was a common method of 
SXQLVKPHQW ZKHQ H[DP VFRUHV ZHUH ³QRW JRRG HQRXJK´ +RZHYHU SK\VLFDO
SXQLVKPHQWVXFKDVEHLQJ³KLWZLWKDVWLFN´RUKDYLQJ³DNQRFNRQP\KHDG´ZHUHDOVR
reported by a small number of both males and females.  
 
Interestingly, respondents who were physically punished were all academically 
successful students who studied in key schools. Such a small sample is not enough to 
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make any meaningful suggestion about the relationship between strict parenting and 
WKH FKLOG¶V DFDGHPLF SHUIRUPDQFH +RZHYHU D QXPEHU RI NH\ VFKRRO UHVSRQGHQWV
males in particular, attributed their high scores in VFKRRO WR WKHLU SDUHQWV¶ frequent 
Guan.  
 
Ran (male, 27, key school, software engineer) was a top student and reported the 
most strict physical punishment among all respondents: he was hit with a bamboo 
stick if he did not achieve a full score in tests. Ran reported that his motivation to do 
well in school was mainly to avoid punishment from his parents. However, Ran did not 
express any resentment about being physically punished, nor did he feel his 
experience to be unusual among his peers; on the contrary, he regarded a parental 
³SXVK´DVFUXFLDOIRUDFKLOG¶VDFDGHPLFSHUIRUPDQFH³IRUDFKLOGVWXG\LQJLVDERULQJ
SURFHVVDFKLOGZRQ¶WQDWXUDOO\HQMR\VWXG\LQJVR LW LVPDLQO\ WKHSXVK IURP IDPLO\
>WKDWPRWLYDWHV WKH FKLOG WR VWXG\@´5DQ GHVFULEHG KLPVHOI DV EHLQJ ³W\SLFDO´ LQ WKH
parental push model.   
:KLOHSDUHQWV¶SXQLVKPHQWV SK\VLFDODQGSV\FKRORJLFDODSSHDUHG WRKDYHDGLUHFW
LPSDFW RQ WKH FKLOG¶V EHKDYLRXU VRPH ³ZHOO-EHKDYHG´ FKLOGUHQ UHYHDOHG WKDW WKHLU
obedience to parental requests was QRWEDVHGRQ³IHDU´QRUZDVSDUHQWDODXWKRULW\
taken for granted among these children. For example, Liwen (male, 30, key school) 
reported punishment, but he did not regard fear of punishment as the reason for his 




Liwen: ³1R ,ZDVQ¶W WHUULILHGEHFDXVHRI WKDW >IDWKHU¶VSXQLVKPHQW@ ,KDYHD
thick skin...However, I could feel that when I did poorly at school, my 





Liwen interpreted the pressure from parents with positive affection, which reflects the 
positive connotation of Guan VHHDERYHSDUHQWV¶VWULFWQHVVPHDQWDVHQVHRIFDUH
concern and responsibility. Like Liwen, a number of resSRQGHQWV UHSRUWHG ³VWULFW´
parenting but emphasized that their wish to make their SDUHQWV³KDSS\´ZDVWKHPDLQ
PRWLYDWLRQIRUVWXG\LQJKDUGDWVFKRRO7KHPRWLYDWLRQRI ³PDNLQJSDUHQWVKDSS\E\
self-DFKLHYHPHQW´ FDUULHG LQWR WKH FKLOGUHQ¶V ODWHU OLIH DQG Zas incorporated in their 
definition of filial piety. A significant number of respondents regarded self-achievement 
to be essential for parental emotional well-being (elaborated on in Chapter 6). 
 
It is important to note that these accounts of up-bringing were not directly observed by 
the researcher, but they were reported by the respondents as the way they 
remembered their childhood experiences 5HWURVSHFWLYH DFFRXQWV ³DUH SDUWLFXODUO\
XQUHOLDEOH´WKH\DUH³LQIOXHQFHGE\VXEVHTXHQWHYHQWVDQGE\WKHRULHVFurrent at the 
WLPHRIWKHLQWHUYLHZ´.LW]LQJHU+RZHYHUUHWURVSHFWLYHDFFRXQWVHQDEOHG
the cohort individuals to evaluate the long-term impact of the event(s) on their current 
situation in a more thought-through and reflexive manner.  
 
These UHVSRQGHQWV¶ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ DQG HYHQ VXSSRUt) of the punishment-based 
VWUDWHJ\WRGULYHFKLOGUHQ¶VDFDGHPLFSHUIRUPDQFHPD\KDYHEHHQHQKDQFHGE\WKH
fact that they were, at the time of interview, graduates from good universities and had 
a respected professional job in the UK. It is not impossible that these respondents 
may have shown more negative emotions towards the strict parenting had the 
interviews taken place during their school years. What we see here is how some only 
children, over time, rationalised their experience with acceptance and appreciation.  
+RZHYHUQRWDOOWKHFKLOGUHQWDONHGDERXW³SXVK\SDUHQWV´LQDQDSSUHFLDWLYHZD\    
 






only children who reported strict, academic-centred parents were more critical about 
such a dynamic between their parents and themselves. The level of directly reported 




PH WR EH EHWWHU WKDQ RWKHU FKLOGUHQ LQ DOO DVSHFWV«, IHOW YHU\ GHSUHVVHd 
ZKHQ , ZDV DW KRPH«7KH\ DOZD\V FRPSDUHG PH ZLWK RWKHU FKLOGUHQ´ 
(Zhipin, female, 33, ordinary school, account assistant). 
 
While Zhipin put up with the pressure by silently absorbing the negative emotion, 









7DR³8QWLO,ZHQWWRXQLYHUVLW\DQGQRORQJHUOLYHGDWKRPH They [parents] 
FRXOGQ¶WFRQWUROPHVR,VWRSSHGUHEHOOLQJ´  
 
Parental punishment of children for academic failure and the shaming of the child by 
FRPSDULQJ WKHP ZLWK ³RWKHU FKLOGUHQ´ DOO FRQILUPHG WKH WUDGLWLRQDO FRQWURO KLHUDUFK\
assumed by parents. Although males reported more incidents of parental punishment, 
intense verbal or physical conflict with parents was not found among male 
respondents. Based on the small sample of respondents, the FKLOGUHQ¶VUesponse to 
parental authority related to academic performance showed a mixed profile: at one 
end of the spectrum, adult children (mainly sons) seemed to support the traditional 
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parenting style; at the other end of the spectrum, adult children (mainly females) were 
critical and even rebelled against parental authority.  
 
c. Child-self-motivated, parent-facilitated academic pursuit   
 
Nearly half of the one-child respondents recalled a relatively more relaxed attitude 
from their parents with regard to academic performance. The ³UHOD[HG´DWWLWXde here 
did not mean that school work did QRWIHDWXUHDVWKHFHQWUHRIWKHFKLOG¶s life; it was 
FRQVLGHUHG ³UHOD[HG´ RQO\ UHODWLYH WR WKH SUHYLRXV FDVHV ZKHUH FKLOGUHQ IHOW JUHDW
pressure from their SDUHQWV ,Q WKLV³FKLOG-self-motivated´VWXG\SDWWHUQ UHVSRQGHQWV
specifically indicated that their parents did not exert (much overt) pressure (or strict 
Guan) in terms of academic performance in school. When asked whether they felt 
pressure from parents WRVWXG\KDUGUHVSRQGHQWVODUJHO\IHPDOHVXVXDOO\VDLG³QR, 
put pressure on P\VHOI´ 7KH VRXUFH RI WKHLU SUHVVXUH PDLQO\ FDPH IURP WKH
competition they felt in schools and the wider society.  
 
Meilin (female, 37, key school) was one of the older respondents who went to 
XQLYHUVLW\ LQ WKH ¶VEHIRUH WKHPDVVLYHH[SDQVLRQ RIXQLYHUVLW\DGPLVVLRQ ³,WZDV
YHU\ GLIILFXOW WR JHW LQWR D XQLYHUVLW\ EDFN WKHQ XQOLNH QRZDGD\V´ *URZLQJ XS LQ
southeast China, Meilin described her self-motivation and the competition among high 
VFKRROVWXGHQWV³You know in Zhejiang province education has always been valued 
KLJKO\«,WKLQNEHFDXVH,¶PDJLUO,KDYHEHWWHUVHOI-FRQWURO,VWXG\KDUG´0HLOLQZDV
accepted by a prestigious university in Shanghai.  
 
In terms of school performance as a child, nearly half of the children with less 
demanding parents went to a key school (6 out of 13). It is difficult to say that the 
relaxed family environment helped FKLOGUHQ¶VDFDGHPLFSHUIRUPDQFHRUZDVbecause 
of WKHFKLOG¶s high academic performance. However, similar to some children of strict 
parents, a number of academically successful children in this category also attributed 





Delun (male, 22, ordinary school, student) went to an ordinary high school but got into 
D SUHVWLJLRXV XQLYHUVLW\ LQ &KLQD +H GHVFULEHGD ³GHPRFUDWLF´ UHODWLRQVKLS ZLWK KLV
SDUHQWV ZKHUH KH ZRXOG ³WDON WR WKHP DERXW HYHU\WKLQJ´ DQG KH WKRXJKW WKDW KLV
parents created a more relaxed family environment which helped him to develop a 
stronger mentality towards achieving a satisfying performance in the university 
entrance examination:  
 
³7KH\>FODVVPDWHV@ZHUHJRRGVWXGHQWVEXWGLGQ¶WGRZHOO LQ the university 
HQWUDQFHH[DPSUREDEO\EHFDXVHWKH\ZHUHXQGHUWRRPXFKSUHVVXUH«,
did better in the university entrance exam than any other exams, thanks to 
my parents, they gave me little pressure, I was in a good psychological 
VWDWH´ 
 
Yizi (female, 31, key school, advertising manager) was among the top range of 




+RZHYHUWKHIUHTXHQWO\UHSRUWHG³UHOaxed attituGH´IURPSDUHQWVGLG not mean these 
SDUHQWVFDUHGDERXW WKHLUFKLOG¶VVFKRROLQJany OHVV WKDQWKH³VWULFWSDUHQWV´ UDWKHU
their influence on the child tended to be more indirect. For example, Yizi had been a 
³PRGHO FKLOG´ ZLWKRXW PXFK GLUHFW Sarental involvement in her school work. In the 
LQWHUYLHZ ZLWK <L]L¶V PRWKHU  KLJK VFKRRO WHDFKHU VKH GHVFULEHG KHU FRYHUW
approach to influence, rather than to intervene LQKHUGDXJKWHU¶VVFKRROZRUN  
 
³3DUHQWDO LQIOXHQFH KDG EHWWHU EH DW D VXEFRQVFLRXV OHYHO not by force. 
3DUHQWVVKRXOGQ¶WVD\µ\RXPXVWGRWKLVDQGWKDW¶2QFH\RXKHOSHGWKHFKLOG






)URPWKHFKLOG¶VSRLQWRIYLHZ7Lan (female, 31, key school, lecturer) believed that her 
education and career had benefited from her up-bringing with parent-guided 
self-discipline: 
 
³0\ SDUHQWV QHYHU FKHFNHG LI , GLG P\ KRPHZRUN 0\ 'DG DOZD\V VDLG
homework is only a means to an end. Understanding the knowledge is more 
LPSRUWDQWWKDQFRPSOHWLQJKRPHZRUN«,IROORZHGWKLVSULQFLSOH7KH\PRVWO\
educated me about basic things like a sense of morality and responsibility. 
They have planted the tree in good soil, so they just left the tree to do the 
UHVWRIWKHJURZLQJ´   
 
From the above cases it is clear that the notion of Guan (discipline) still existed in 
post-1978 middle class families, but the way to approach it became more subtle. In 
other words, some parents (and children) had started to re-examine and re-define 
Guan LQ &KLQHVH SDUHQWLQJ ,QVWHDG RI SULRULWLVLQJ ³DFDGHPLF SHUIRUPDQFH´ IRU LWV
H[WULQVLF YDOXH FKLOGUHQ¶s education advancement had been incorporated into the 
SURFHVV RI GHYHORSLQJ D ³ZHOO-URXQGHG´ SHUVRQDOLW\ WKLV WRSLF RI ³ZHll-URXQGHG´
qualities will be discussed in the next section). 7KXVHGXFDWLRQ¶VUROHKDGDORWWRGR
with its intrinsic values. Compared to the earlier more traditional parental approach to 
disciplining a child¶s study, this covert strategy referred to by respondents (both 
children and parents) as ³:HVWHUQL]HG´ ³HTXDO´ ³PRGHUQ´DQG ³GHPRFUDWLF´7KHVH
words were used as if they were interchangeable. It can be inferred from these value 
judgements that the so-called ³:HVWHUQL]HGSDUHQWLQJ´ZDVUHJDUGHGDVEHtter (more 
acceptableWKDQWKH³WUDGLWLRQDO&KLQHVHSDUHQWLQJ´ 
 
Although a significant proportion of the sample (nearly half) reported that they had 
H[SHULHQFHGD³UHOD[HGSDUHQWDODWWLWXGH´DQGSUDLVHGWKLV³:HVWHUQLVHG´VW\OHLWKDV
to be noted that the sample of the research was recruited in the UK; most only 
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children came to the UK funded by their parents. This feature suggests a bias towards 
³:HVWHUQFXOWXUH´DPRQJWKHIDPLOLHVLQWKHUHVHDUFKWKXVHQKDQFLQJWKHacceptability 




5DLVLQJ WKH ³ZHOO-URXQGHG´ FKLOG ZDV ILUVW SURPRWHG LQ WKH &KLQHVH JRYHUQPHQW
propaganda, developed at the turn of the century, as part of a campaign to promote 
³HGXFDWLRQ IRUTXDOLW\´$FFRUGLQJ WR WKHVWDWH D ³ZHOO-URXQGHG´SHUVRQ LV VRPHRQH
developed intellectually, morally, physically, and aesthetically (Woronov, 2009). In a 
VHSDUDWH VXUYH\ RI  KRXVHKROGV LQ 6KDQJKDL :X  IRXQG WKH SXEOLF¶V
SHUFHSWLRQRID³JRRGFKLOG´ included having a good moral character, intelligence, and 
obedience, in addition to good health and personality. A qualitative study of one-child 
families in Xiamen, a southern city UHYHDOHG WKDW WKH³LGHDOFKLOG´VKRXOGEH³VPDUW
independent, happy anG ILOLDO´ *RK  7KHVH conceptions of the ³GHVLUDEOH
FKLOG´ are vague, DQGWKHPXFKGHVLUHG³JRRG´TXDOLWLHVODFNGHILQLWLRQ However, what 
these government-promoted and research-generated profiles have in common is that 
they all highlight a range of qualities beyond academic performance which contain 
ERWK PRUH WUDGLWLRQDOO\ GHVLUHG TXDOLWLHV DQG PRUH ³PRGHUQ´ RQHV 7KLV VHFWLRQ ZLOO
elaborate on two areas of personal quality development that have been understudied 
in research about Chinese families but were referred to during the interviews.  
 
a. Extracurricular interests  
 
Extracurricular activities are not new among middle class children. In her research 
about middle class Hong Kong families, Johanna Waters described extracurricular 
activities as ³D VWUDWHJLF IRUP RI LQYHVWPHQW LQ WKH GHYHORSPHQW RI µFKDULVPDWLF¶
TXDOLWLHVLQFKLOGUHQFKDUDFWHULVWLFRIWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\PLGGOHFODVV´EXW
KHUUHVSRQGHQWVH[SUHVVHGUHVHQWPHQWWRZDUGV³SLDQRVZLPPLQJGUDZLQJ´FODVVHV
This kind of reluctance to attend parent-arranged extracurricular classes was also 
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found among a small number of respondents in this study. For example, Demin (male, 
NH\VFKRROOHFWXUHUVWDUWHGOHDUQLQJSLDQRIURPWKHDJHRIIRXU³EHFDXVHP\0XP
liked the SLDQR´DQG³SOaying the SLDQR´ZDVUHJDUGHGPRUHDVD³VNLOO´UDWKHUWKDQDQ
³LQWHUHVW´ 'HPLQ¶V FKLOGKRRG PHPRU\ DERXW OHDUQLQJ SLDQR ZDV DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK
³SDUHQWDOIRUFH´DQG³KDUGVKLS´'HPLQLVQRZDIDWKHUDQGDOHFWXUHU)URPKLQGVLJKW
he was glad that he could play the piano at leisure, but he would not force his child to 
learn any musical instrument.  
 
However, several respondents reported a child-led experience of extracurricular 
development. In these accounts, respondents emphasized that they were not forced, 
but were genuinely interested; they initiated the decision to go to extracurricular 
classes. In some cases, parents played a supportive role not just in terms of taking the 
child to these classes, but also in spending more time with the child on non-study 
related activities. For example, Jin (female, 23, key school, student) reported that her 
parents prioritized family outing time and would sometimes even leave their jobs to 
HQVXUHWKH\FRXOGWDNH-LQRXWUHJXODUO\³FRPSDUHGWRP\FODVVPDWHVWKH\>SDUHQWV@ 
UHDOO\VSHQWPXFKWLPHZLWKPH´7KHVHSDUHQWLQJEHKDYLRXUVVXFKDVUHJXODUJDPHV
and family outings, were clearly felt by the child as somehow special and worth 
PHQWLRQLQJWRWKHUHVHDUFKHU-LQ¶VH[DPSOHFRQWUDVWHGSRVLWLYHO\DJDLQVWWKHLPDJHRI
Hong .RQJ PLGGOH FODVV VWXGHQWV LQ :DWHUV¶ VWXG\ ZKRVH OLYHV ZHUH ³WKRURXJKO\
structured around school and schoolwork with very little time, if any, for nonessential, 
WKDWLVOHLVXUHDFWLYLWLHV´ (2008:108).  
 
Nevertheless, it cannot be claimed that this kind of child-led extracurricular dimension 
LQ D FKLOG¶V VFKRRO \HDUV was common during the 1990s and early 2000s. On the 
contrary, such initiatives were likely to be the minority among other middle class 
children who were more likely to reflect the extracurricular negative attitude of life like 
their Hong Kong counterparts. Indeed, in comparison with their peers, these 
respondents showed awareness, at a young age, that the level of freedom and the 
out-of-school activities they had had was relatively unusual. Baiwen (female, 33, 
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private school, legal assistant) was interested in drawing as a child, so her parents 
sent her to a weekend drawing course and encouraged her to practise,  
 
³EXW ZKHQ VRPH RWKHU SDUHQWV KHDUG DERXW LW WKH\ DOO VDLG LW >OHDUQLQJ
drawing] was useless, a waste of time, because it was no help in getting a 
MRE2UWKH\¶GVD\µP\FKLOGGRHVEHWWHULQVFKRROWKDQ\RXrs¶ ODXJK%XW
P\SDUHQWVZHUHSURXGWKDW,KDGVXFKDQLQWHUHVW«7KH\DOVRHQFRXUDJHG
VSRUWVDFWLYLWLHV«XQOLNHVRPHRWKHUSDUHQWs who locked their child at home 
WR VWXG\«7KH\ >FODVVPDWHV@ GLGQ¶W NQRZ KRZ WR GR D ORW RI WKLQJV OLNH
VZLPPLQJRUVNLLQJ,IRXQGLWGLIILFXOWWRKDQJRXWZLWKWKHP´ 
 
    
%DLZHQ¶VDFFRXQWUHIHUVEDFNWRWKHVZKHQVKHZDVDFKLOG&OHDUO\DWWKDWWime, 
DOWKRXJK ³VRPH RWKHU SDUHQWV´ KHOG D PRUH VWUDWHJLF YLHZ WRZDUGV H[WUDFXUULFXODU
DFWLYLWLHVIDPLOLHVOLNH-LQ¶VDQG%DLZHQ¶VVWDUWHGFKDOOHQJLQJWKH³HGXFDWLRQ-REVHVVHG´
Chinese up-bringing. Whether the 21st Century middle class only children experience 
more freedom and less pressure, or the opposite, it needs a more up-to-date 
FRPSDULVRQ +RZHYHU ZKDW LV FXULRXVDERXW -LQDQG %DLZHQ¶V IDPLO\ LV ZKDW PDGH
WKHLUSDUHQWVSDUWLFXODUO\³OLEHUDO´ 
 
Baiwen and Jin are at different ages (born in 1981 and 1991, respectively), they 
originated from different parts of China (north region and central region), they had 
different academic performances in schools (Baiwen was a top student and Jin was 
middle-range). The parents of these two respondents had had different levels of 
education (university educated and non-university educated) and slightly different 
OHYHOV RI LQFRPH )XUWKHUPRUH WKLV NLQG RI ³OLEHUDO DWWLWXGH´ WRZDUGV H[WUDFXUULFXODU
interests was also mentioned by 2 male respondents with different backgrounds. 
Therefore, although small in number, this unconventional, less strategy-GULYHQ³OLEHUDO´
parental attitude found among middle class families showed a diverse profile; no one 




b. Independence  
 
The ability to be independent means an independent personality (associated with 
self-regulation) and a practical sense of being independent, i.e. the ability to look after 
oneself. While the former quality has been consciously promoted by parents, the latter, 
practical independence, has largely emerged from the social and practical 
environment in urban one-child families. In so far as all the study respondents arrived 
in the UK by themselves and immediately managed their daily life in an unfamiliar 
country, suggested that these children must have already developed the ability to be 
practically independent before they left home. The majority of one-child families were 
in cities and had both parents working full-time around an inflexible domestic regime. 
In some cases, the child had to be independent because of the busy working hours of 
the parents. Ying (female, 29, ordinary school, accountant assistant) represents an 
extreme case where the only child had to live by herself when both parents were 
committed to their careers.  
 
<LQJ¶VIDWKHUZDVDGRFWRUDQGKHUPRWKHUZDVDEDQNHU<LQJ¶VSDUHQWV³ZHUHERWK
YHU\EXV\´DQGVKHKDG been ³an independent child VLQFHVKHZDVYHU\\RXQJ´; she 
lived by herself for half year when she was about 15 years old because her father 
joined an overseas volunteer programme and her mother was relocated to another 
city and could come home only one night a week. However, Ying did not regard the 
frequent lack of parental presence as parental neglect, nor did she indicate any 
criticism. On the contrary, she seemed proud of the fact that she was able to look after 
herself from an early age.  
 
Similar reports of self-FDUH DOWKRXJK QRW DV H[WUHPH DV <LQJ¶V H[DPSOH ZHUH QRW
uncommon among the respondents where both parents were engaged in the typical, 
sharply-competitive career race*UDQGSDUHQWV¶KHOSLVFRQVLGHUHGFUXFLDOLQILOOLQJWKH
JDSV IROORZLQJ SDUHQWV¶ XQDYDLODELOLW\ VHH *RK  EXW QRW DOO WKH SDUHQWV, for 
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various reasons, had grandparents to help. In these cases certain aspects of 
FKLOGFDUHKDGWREHFRPSURPLVHG%HL\DR¶VIHPDOHNH\VFKRROSURFHVVHQJLQHHU
mother (55, teacher) described the desperate measure she took when both she and 
her husband were working as high school teachers and their 4-year-old daughter 
refused to go to nursery. The mother had no choice but to leave her daughter alone at 
KRPH7KHPRWKHU¶VZRUNSODFHZDVQHDUE\VRVKHZHQWKRPHHYHU\RWKHUKRXUWR
check on her daughter. This situation lasted a year. Beiyao did not mention the 
experience of being left alone at home in her interview, on the contrary, she felt her 
mother was much involved in her up-bringing, for example, by supervising her 
homework every day during her schooling.    
 
Because of the small size of the one-child sample in the study, it is reasonable to 
assume a significant number of only children like Ying and Beiyao exist in cities where 
both mother and father are career-RULHQWDWHG,QDGGLWLRQWRWKHLUSDUHQWV¶UHOXFWDQFHWR
compromise their career, cases like these also revealed a gap with the extended 
family members (grandparents) who lived in the same city but did not participate in 
child rearing. However, these families were largely ignored by the wide-spread 
stereotype of the one-child generation as spoiled emperors who are indulged by two 
parents and four grandparents. This research shows that the intense competition in 
career development and the replacing of the big family culture with the small nuclear 
IDPLO\FXOWXUHERWKFRQWULEXWHGWRWKH³HDUO\LQGHSHQGHQFH´RIRQO\FKLOGUen like Ying 
and Beiyao.   
 
Compared to only children, non one-child respondents showed variations in terms of 
SDUHQWV¶ XQDYDLODELOLW\DQG WKHQHHG WREHSUDFWLFDOO\ LQGHSHQGHQW7KHPDMRULW\RI
non one-child respondents (4 out of 6) reported a less intensive parental involvement 
in their education and other aspects of their daily life. Since half of the non one-child 
sample grew up in rural China, the relatively less intense parental involvement is likely 
to be the result of a cluster of factors: the division of parental resources among two 
children, the longer working hours among farmers (self-employed individuals) and the 
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stronger gender discrimination among rural families. However, the care and company 
from a sibling usually made up for the gap of parents. 
 
In some cases, the older sibling shared a significant part of the daily caring role, thus 
reducing the parental presence with WKH \RXQJHU FKLOG 4LDROLQ¶V IHPDOH 
SXUFKDVLQJPDQDJHUVLVWHUZKRZDV\HDUVROGHU³ZDVOLNHDPRWKHU´WRKHUZKLle 
their mother became withdrawn because of physical and psychological illnesses. In 
)HQJ¶VIHPDOH,7PDQDJHUFDVHDOWKRXJKKHUPRWKHUZDVDIXOO-time housewife, 
Feng reported little involvement of her mother in her life beyond daily care. Feng felt a 
VHQVHRIQHJOHFWEHFDXVH³, WKLQNVKHZDVELDVHGWRZDUGVP\EURWKHU´$V WKHRQO\
older boy in the sample, Chuanli (male, 31, research associate) felt that having a 
younger sister meant he needed to set a good example for her and took responsibility 
for looking after her. Therefore, the non-one-child families, gender and the order of 
ELUWKPD\VOLJKWO\YDU\WKHFKLOG¶VVHQVHRISDUHQWDODWWHQWLRQUHVSRQVLELOLW\DQGWKHLU
ability to be independent. In comparison, the only children were more likely to be 
exposed to more extreme situations of either full attention and care from parents and 
grandparents, or total reliance on themselves.      
 
3.2.3 The changing norm of parent-child relationships in post-reform Chinese families 
 
Chinese parents tend to monitor their children more closely, moralize more often, 
emphasize greater sense of family obligation, value grades more than general 
FRJQLWLYH DFKLHYHPHQW HYDOXDWH PRUH UHDOLVWLFDOO\ D FKLOG¶V DFDGHPLF DQG
personality characteristics, be less satisfied with DFKLOG¶VDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVDQG
believe more in effort and less in innate ability as a factor in school success 
(Hidalgo, Siu, and Epstein, 2004:640). 
 
(XURSHDQ $PHULFDQ PRWKHUV ZHUH FRQFHUQHG ZLWK PDNLQJ WKHLU FKLOGUHQ ³IHHO
ORYHG´ ³EXLOGLQJ WKHLU VHOI-eVWHHP´ ³SURYLGLQJ D VWLPXODWLQJ DQG OHDUQLQJ





³6he [Mum] gave me a certain amount of freedom and independence. They 
were not very strict with me, honestly, they let me do what I wanted to 
GR«7KH\QHYHUSXVKHGPHWRVWXG\RUIRUEDGPHGRLQJWKLVRUWKDW7KH\¶G
VXSSRUW P\ GHFLVLRQV RQFH , WKRXJKW WKLQJV WKURXJK´ <L]L IHPDOH 
advertising manager).  
 
The parenting description from Hidalgo et al. and Chao was written more than a 
decade ago. Comparative research between families in China and families in Western 
countries was largely congruent with the above summary (Porter et al, 2005, Tsui, 
 4XRVV DQG =KDR  <L]L¶V DFFRXQW DSSHDUHG WR LQGLFDWH D VR-called 
³W\SLFDOO\ :HVWHUQ´ XS-EULQJLQJ <L]L KHUVHOI FDOOHG KHU PRWKHU¶s parenting style 
³:HVWHUQLVHG´DV LIVXFKa feature waVVXSHULRUWRWKH³WUDGLWLRQDO&KLQHVH parenting 
style´ +RZHYHU WKH IDFW WKDW VKH HPSKDVL]HG WKDW KHU ³IUHHGRP´ZDV given by her 
mother showed a taken-for-granted parental authority. The two quotes from the two 
pieces of research also seem to IDYRXU WKH SDUHQWLQJ VW\OH RI ³(XURSHDQ $PHULFDQ
PRWKHUV´   
 
This research did not attempt to ascertain which parenting method had a more 
successful impact on children; such an abstract framework of parenting and 
up-bringing assume a static state of family members and distort the reality of the family 
dynamic. The very value-laden contrast RI³&KLQHVHVW\OH´DXWKRULWDULDQDQG³:HVWHUQ
VW\OH´HJDOLWDULDQ child-rearing processes puts families in an over-simplified binary 
opposition. As the parent-child interactions in previous sections show, no family was 
DEVROXWHO\HLWKHU³WUDGLWLRQDOO\DXWKRULWDULDQ´RU³XQFRQYHQWLRQDOO\HJDOLWDULDQ´LQVWHDG
the participDQWV¶ XS-EULQJLQJ ZDV XVXDOO\ D K\EULG RI ³DXWKRULWDULDQ HOHPHQWV´ DQG
³QRQ-DXWKRULWDULDQ HOHPHQWV´ EDVHG RQ WKH GLIIHUHQW UDQJH DQG LQWHQVLWLHV RI
interactions between parents and their children. Such a mixture brings out two 
questions: how did the seemingly inconsistent elements co-exist among middle class 
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families in the same society? And how did they co-exist in the same family?  
 
$V GLVFXVVHG HDUOLHU ZLWKLQ WZR GHFDGHV ¶V-¶V WKH SDUHQWV¶ JHQHUDWLRQ ERUQ
EHWZHHQWKH¶VDQG¶VH[SHULHQFHGDIundamental ideological and institutional shift 
in the employment system during the early and middle stages of their careers. The 
assumed life-time continuity of their careers, in most cases, was interrupted and 
redirected. This kind of change was likely to LPSDFWRQSDUHQWV¶H[SHFWDWLRQs for their 
FKLOG¶VDFDGHPLFFDUHHUSURVSHFWVDQGWKHZD\WKH\EURXJKWXSWKHLUFKLOG  
 
In the case of Ran (male, 27, key school), however, while his parents claimed they 
ZHUH ³GHPRFUDWLF´ DQG ³HQFRXUDJLQJ´ he referred to tKHLU ³DXWKRULWDULDQ SDUHQWLQJ´
style, including physical and psychological punishment (see 3.2.1.a); he felt great 
SUHVVXUH DQG LW ZDV GLIILFXOW WR FRPPXQLFDWH ZLWK KLV SDUHQWV 5DQ¶V SDUHQWV ZHUH
college-educated and worked in higher-management positions in a state-owned 
HQWHUSULVH 5DQ¶V IDWKHU EHFDPH VHOI-employed after the business was privatized, 
5DQ¶VPRWKHUDOVROHIWWKHHQWHUSULVHDQGEHFDPHDVXFFHVVIXOEXVLQHVVRZQHU7KHLU
experience of pre-reform collectivism and the climate and culture of post-reform 
competition may have shaped their parenting style into being part traditional and part 
³PRGHUQ´    
 
5DQ¶VPRWKHUHODERUDWHGRQWKHLU³GHPRFUDWLF´SDUHQWLQJE\VD\LQJWKDW³HYHUVLQFHKH
was 10 years old, we included his opinion in all the family decisions, we will count him 
in as long as he is right >HPSKDVLV PLQH@´ &OHDUO\ 5DQ¶V SDUHQWV performed a 
³GHPRFUDWLF´ SUDFWLFH EXW GLG QRW FRPSOHWHO\ believe in an equal parent-child 
relationship. In fact, they revealed later in the interview that they valued the traditional 
SDWULDUFKDOKLHUDUFK\DQGZHUHSOHDVHGDERXW WKHLUVRQ¶VHWLTXHWWH WRZDUGV WKHROGHU
generation.   
 
7KHFRQWUDGLFWLRQRI WKH ³GHPRFUDWLF´HOHPHQW IRXQG LQ5DQ¶VSDUHQWV UHSUHVHQWHGD
dilemma among post-reform parents with regard to how to bring up their only child in a 
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modernizing China. On the one hand, the pragmatic, results-driven authoritarian 
SDUHQWLQJZDVPRUHHIIHFWLYHLQLPSURYLQJDFKLOG¶VH[DPLQDWLRQUHVXOWVDQGWKXVOLNHO\ 
to secure a better position for the child in the job market; on the other hand, middle 
FODVVSDUHQWVEHFDPHPRUHDQGPRUHFRQFHUQHGWR³UDLVHZHOO-rounded children apart 
IURP HPSKDVLV RQ DFDGHPLF DFKLHYHPHQW´ :DQJ  3DUHQWV VRPHWLPHV
expressed their sympathy towards their own child for their lack of play time; yet they 
also felt that compromises/sacrifices had to be made. Such a dilemma was similar to 
the one-FKLOGPLJUDQWV¶UHFRQFLOLDWLRQEHWZHHQSHUVRQDODVSLUDWLRQDQGILOLDOREOLJDWLRQV
(see Chapter 6).   
 
Another element of the dilemma concerns the hierarchy within the family. Since 
WKH ¶V WKH VWDWH ODXQFKHG D FDPSDLJQ ³5DLVLQJ WKH TXDOLW\ RI WKH SRSXODWLRQ´ WR
LPSURYH³HDFKSHUVRQ¶VLGHDOVPRUDOVHGXFDWLRQDQGGLVFLSOLQH´2QHRIWKHFHQWUDO
PHVVDJHV RI WKLV FDPSDLJQ ZDV WKDW ³FKLOGUHQ are autonomous human beings who 
VKRXOG EH WUHDWHG DV WKHLU SDUHQWV¶ HTXDOV´ Binah-Pollak, 2014:29). Such a public 
discourse sharply contradicted the traditional parent-child hierarchy. Combined with 
the growing job market demand for individuals who were independent, innovative and 
self-motivated, Chinese parenting was faced with the challenges of both ideological 
and practice-based transformations.  
 
The response of middle class parents towards these changing norms and policies in 
WKH µV DQG ¶V ZDV GLYided. As shown in the previous analysis (3.2.1.c), only a 
minority of parents brought up their child in what seemed at the time to be an 
unconventional way. They were first-time parents whose own up-bringing in pre-reform 
China had very limited practical relevance in post-reform child rearing. These parents 
were reported to be getting help from reading parenting books. For the majority of 
parents of the one-child generation, raising their child in a changing China was a 
process full of experiment and risk.  
 
At the point of interview, the parent participants were in their 50s or 60s. When looking 
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back at their earlier parenting behaviour, these parents articulated a change of attitude 
in favour of a non-authoritarian parenting style. Some parents criticized themselves for 
EHLQJWRRGHPDQGLQJ)RUH[DPSOH<L]L¶VPRWKHUVHQW<L]LWRVWXG\YLROLQDWDJH7KH
violin lessons stopped after two years because Yizi did not enjoy them<L]L¶VPRWKHU
EODPHG KHUVHOI IRU IROORZLQJ WKH WUHQG EOLQGO\ ³/LNH PDQ\ RWKHU SDrents who sent 
\RXQJFKLOGUHQ WRVWXG\DPXVLF LQVWUXPHQW ,DOVRGLG WKHVDPH´7KHUHIRUH IRU WKH
parents, bringing up a child in a fast-changing China is also a process of trial and error.  
 
The pDUHQWV¶child rearing changes were not only brought out in interviews with parents; 





³UHDGLQJDORWRIERRNVDERXWSDUHQWLQJ´   
  
TLDQ¶VIHPDOHNH\VFKRROOHFWXUHUIDWKHUDXQLYHUVLW\-educated manager in 
a state-RZQHG HQWHUSULVH GHVFULEHGKLVSDUHQWLQJ HYROXWLRQ IURP ³VWULFW´ WR D LQKLV
ZRUGV ³:HVWHUQL]HG´ VW\OH ,Q DGGLWLRQ WR WKH DJHLQJ process, he attributed his 




KHOSHG PH WR DFFHSW QHZ FRQFHSWV«&KLQHVH SDUents always say children 
VKRXOGOLVWHQWRSDUHQWVEXW,GRQ¶WDJUHHZLWKLW:K\VKRXOGFKLOGUHQDOZD\V
obey you? Are you always correct? Two generations surely will have different 
ZD\VRIWKLQNLQJ«,GRQ¶WWKLQNWKH\RXQJVKRXOGDOZD\VOLVWHQWRWKHROG´   
 
)URP KLQGVLJKW WKH EHQHILWV DQG OLPLWDWLRQV RI WKH ³DXWKRULWDULDQ´ DQG ³HJDOLWDULDQ´
elements became more clear and the parents in the interviews were able to make a 
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reflective evaluation. However, the stated tendency towards non-authoritarian, 
non-hiHUDUFKLFDO SDUHQWLQJ WKDW HPHUJHG LQ WKH SDUHQWV¶ LQWHUYLHZV PD\ have been 
LQIODWHG WR VRPH H[WHQW E\ WKH SDUHQWV¶ ZLVK WR SUHVHQW WKHPVHOYHV DV ³RSHQ´ DQG
³PRGHUQ´ SDUHQWV LQ IURQW RI WKH UHVHDUFKHU 1HYHUWKHOHVV WKH IDFW WKDW SDUHQWV
regarded a non-authoritarian style of parenting to be morally superior and politically 
correct demonstrates how well established the changed norms of parenting in the 
middle class Chinese families had now become. 
 
3.3 Understanding gender difference in middle class one-child families  
 
The policy eliminates the right of women to control their own reproduction, and 
inadvertently encourages female infanticide, but ironically, it may, in the long run, 
allow Chinese women to achieve the so-far unrealized goal of social equality 
(Hong, 1987:319). 
 
During the early years of the implementation of the one-child policy the US Sociologist, 
Lawrence Hong, made the above claim DERXWWKHSROLF\¶VSRVVLEOHpositive effect on 
women. Thirty years later, with the ratio of 118 boys born for 100 girls, China has a 
gender ratio imbalance "the most serious and prolonged" in the world (Reuters, 2015). 
The 2000 Chinese Census showed that the gender ratio in rural China was 121.7 
(compared to the urban 114.2) (World Bank, 2006). Furthermore, social gender 
inequality in rural areas, where two-children families are more common, is more 
sharply manifest than in cities. China is the only country in the world where more 
women commit suicide than men; rural women were reported to be three times more 
likely to commit suicide than their counterparts in cities, mainly because of the 
maltreatment by their husbands and the often hard lives they led in the countryside 
(WHO, 2009, BBC, 2006).  
 
In contrast to the frequently reported gender inequality in rural areas, Chinese cities 




2004, 2002, Tsui and Rich, 2002). The female university enrolment rate has overtaken 
the male rate since 2000 (World Bank, 2006). The gender ratio in higher income jobs 
in China has been very close to that of OECD countries (over 75%), and higher than 
the average Asian countries (World Bank, 2015). The improvement in female 
education and income level is arguably one of the benefits of the education and 
economic reforms. Meanwhile, the one-child policy certainly accelerated female 
status improvement in cities by allowing more family resources to be invested in 
daughters, and more time for mothers to develop their careers.  
 
The urban female education and occupation profile demonstrated the increase in 
ZRPHQ¶V competitiveness. However, the gender gap is more ambiguous at the 
domestic level. There is no clear standard, such as education level or income level, by 
which to measure the way daughters and sons are treated in the family. By comparing 
housework load between sons and daughters in China in 2010, Yang Hu observed 
that the increase of female employment had not effectively led to cKLOGUHQ¶V PRUH
egalitarian domestic behaviour (Hu, 2015). Nevertheless, as Hu noted, there may be 
a gap between egalitarian domestic gender role values and the actual translating of 
these values into behaviour. This section will focus on the gendered attitudes, rather 
than the behaviour, of the older and younger generations in terms of career, 
personality and marriage.      
 
3.3.1 Freedom and pressure in career choices 
 
A crucially significant practical reason for the preference of sons in traditional Chinese 
families was the role of sons as the material supporter of the three-generation 
KRXVHKROGVSDUHQWVWKHVRQDQGKLVZLIHWKHVRQ¶VRII-spring). However, the material 
supporter role for parents became irrelevant as middle class parents no longer 
depended on their off-spring for material support but were more likely to continue 
supporting their adult child(ren) (see Chapter 5). In this context, parental expectation 
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tended to be less about material returns (what the child can do for his/her family), but 
more abRXWWKHFKLOG¶VRZQDFFRPSOLVKPHQW  
 
The one-child respondents in this study were either professionals working in the UK or 
postgraduate students in prestigious British universities. In the sample of 6 parents, 2 
parents had sons and 4 parents had daughters. A widely expressed satisfaction was 
found among the parents about the career/academic achievement of their sons and 
daughters. However, in spite of the small number of the sample, a gendered 
difference emerged with regard to revealing their satisfaction to their child. Parents 
ZHUHPRUHUHOXFWDQWWRUHYHDOWKHLUVDWLVIDFWLRQWRVRQVWKDQWRGDXJKWHUV³&DQ¶WVD\
WKDWWRKLPEHFDXVHKHPD\EHDUURJDQWDERXWLWEXW LQP\KHDUW,¶PSURXGRIKLP´
(father of Tengfei, male, PhD student). Not showing satisfaFWLRQ DERXW WKH FKLOG¶V
DFKLHYHPHQW LV VLPLODU WR WKH ³SXQLVKPHQW LQVWHDG RI HQFRXUDJHPHQW´ SDUHQWLQJ
PHWKRG XVHG E\ ³DXWKRULWDULDQ´ SDUHQWV 3DUHQWV ZHUH DIUDLG WKDW E\ VKRZLQJ WKHLU
satisfaction to the child the child would stop working hard.  
 
FurthermoUHWKHSHUFHSWLRQWKDW³FDUHHULVPRUHLPSRUWDQWIRUPHQWKDQZRPHQ´ZDV
PRUH SURQRXQFHG DPRQJ SDUHQWV ZLWK ER\V 5DQ¶V PDOH  VRIWZDUH HQJLQHHU
parents brought him up in an authoritarian way with high academic/career 
expectations; but their high demand was gendered: 
 
5DQ¶V 0RWKHU ³(YHQQRZ , WHOO P\ VRQDOO WKH WLPH WKDW PHQ DUHQRWKLQJ






Father: ³, ZRXOGQ¶W KDYH VXFK D KLJK H[SHFWDWLRQ RQ KHU«-XVW OLNH WKH
tradition goes, boys should be more career-oriented.´ 
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5DQ¶VSDUHQWVFOHDUO\PDLQWDLQHGDWUDditional gendered attitude to career expectation 
on off-spring. However, for some parents, having a daughter is not a reason for low 
career expectation, but a reason to demand even more SUHFLVHO\EHFDXVHRIIHPDOHV¶
³ZHDNHU´ SRVLWLRQ LQ WKH MRE PDUNHW %HL\DR¶V IHPDOH SURFHVV HQJLQHHU PRWKHU
represents a parent of this type. As a gesture of protest against the gender 
GLVFULPLQDWLRQ IURP KHU KXVEDQG¶V IDPLO\ VLQFH WKH ELUWK RI WKH JLUO WKH QDPH WKH
mother gave to Beiyao literarily means ³EHWWHU WKDQPHQ´%HL\DR¶VPRWKHUGHYRWHG
KHUVHOIWRPDNLQJVXUHRI%HL\DR¶VDFKLHYHPHQWWKHGDXJKWHUZDVDWRSVWXGHQWZLWK
WZR0DVWHU¶VGHJUHHVDQGD3K'GHJUHHIURPDhigh-ranking British university.    
 
:KLOHVRPHSDUHQWV¶KLJKFDUHHUH[SHFWDWLRQIRUWKHLUGDXJKWHUs was influenced by the 
JHQGHU LQHTXDOLW\ WKH\ KDG H[SHULHQFHG WKHPVHOYHV OLNH %HL\DR¶V PRWKHU VRPH
SDUHQWV¶PRWLYDWLRQZDVOHVVJHQGHU-UHODWHG%ROLQ¶VIHPDOHH[SRUWPDQDJHUIDWKHU
was a factory worker, his pursuit of higher education was ended by the Cultural 
5HYROXWLRQ³,ORVWP\FKDQFH>WRJRWRXQLYHUVLW\@VRZKHQ,KDGP\FKLOG,ZDVYHU\
VWULFW ,ZDQWHGP\GDXJKWHUWRGRZHOO´=KDRKXL¶VIHPDOH0DVWHU¶VVWXGHQWIDPLO\
came from a small town dominated by traditional culture which regarded it as 
VKDPHIXO LI SDUHQWV FRXOG QRW NHHS WKHLU FKLOGUHQ QHDU WKHP +RZHYHU =KDRKXL¶V
father encouraged his only daughter to find a job in big cities in spite of the mockery 
IURPQHLJKERXUVDERXWWKHIDWKHU¶VIDLOXUHWRNHHSKLVRQO\FKLOGQHDUKLPEHFDXVH ³,
had the chance to leave [the small town] when I was young, but I stayed for my 
SDUHQWVQRZ,UHJUHWLW´  
 
The above accounts demonstrated two different attitudes towards the traditional 
gendered expectation, ZLWKWKHJUHDWHUHPSKDVLVRQDPDOH¶VFDUHHUWKDQDIHPDOH¶V
There appears to be a gap with regard to the gendered role by only-son parents and 
only-GDXJKWHUSDUHQWV$OWKRXJK5DQ¶VSDUHQWV WKRXJKW WKH\ZRXOGQRWKDYHVXFKD
high expectation if they had had a daughter, it is difficult to say whether they would 
KROGWKHVDPHRSLQLRQLIWKH\DFWXDOO\KDGDQRQO\GDXJKWHU,I5DQ¶VSDUHQW¶VUHGXFHG
expectation regarding an imagined daughter reflected the social norm of 
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career-oriented male and family-oriented female, then the only-GDXJKWHUSDUHQWV¶ high 
career expectations could be said to reflect the SDUHQWV¶SHUVRQDODVSLUDWLRQIRUWKHLU
only child.  
 
Therefore, when it comes to career expectations IRU VRQV DQG GDXJKWHUV SDUHQWV¶
responses showed two levels of understanding: the micro-level (parental level) 
gender equality and the macro-level (society level) gender inequality. By placing high 
expectations on their only children (regardless of gender), parents with sons 
happened to behave according to the traditional gendered norm, thus appearing to be 
the supporter of the traditional culture; while parents with daughters behaved against 
the traditional gendered role, thus appearing to be the promoter of gender equality. 
Therefore the high parental expectations on both daughters and sons should not be 
considered as strong evidence to show gender equality in the society, rather it was 
more to do with parental personal aspiration transfer than the changing norm in the 
wider society.  
 
3.3.2 The hierarchy of gender-associated personalities 
 
The difference betweHQVRQV¶DQGGDXJKWHUV¶SHUVRQDOLW\ZDVEULHIO\PHQWLRQHGLQWKH
earlier section on parenting. Sons appeared to be more submissive to authoritarian 
parents and daughters tended to believe themselves to have more self-discipline 
under more relaxed parenting approaches (see 3.2). 6RQV¶ DQG GDXJKWHUV¶ 
perceptions of qualities associated with their own gender were likely to have been 
shaped by the SDUHQWV¶ JHQGHUHG expectations of their children. For example, 
)HQJVKX /LX DQG 9DQHVVD )RQJ¶V LQWHUYLHZV ZLWK RQH-child parents in two north 
Chinese cities suggested a gendered parental perception of qualities that could 
actually be found among both males and females (Liu, 2006, Fong, 2004). 
 
However, gender stereotype differences are not exclusive to China. A cross-cultural 
comparison confirmed that women were more likely to be perceived as having 
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openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness, anxiety and vulnerability; less likely to 
be associated with impulsiveness, assertiveness, or to be excitement seeking. The 
findings were consistent across 26 countries (Löckenhoff et al, 2014). While the 
perception of gender difference and certain personal qualities may be universal, the 
notion of a hierarchy between gender-related personalities is more likely to be 
influenced by the local society and local culture.  
 
In Chinese cities, the public discourse has been dominated by pro-gender-equality 
propaganda since the implementation of the one-child policy in 1979 (Greenhalgh, 
2008). Public remarks that favour men over women are likely to be judged as 
politically incorrect, especially among the educated middle class Chinese. One-child 
respondents seldom reported any gender discrimination they felt in the family, and 
parent respondents (except for two) promoted equal treatment between sons and 
daughters. However, a gendered hierarchy exists in a more subtle form, sometimes 
even at an unconscious level.  
 
=KDRKXL¶V IHPDOH IDWKHU DQG %ROLQ¶V IHPDOH SDUHQWV DOO KDG KLJK FDUHHU
expectations for their daughters (see 3.3.1.a) and claimed gender equality; meanwhile 
they also believed that certain stereotypically male-associated qualities were more 
desirable for their daughters. When asked if he would treat a son differentl\=KDRKXL¶V
IDWKHUDQVZHUHG³NR,¶YHDOZD\VUDLVHGP\GDXJKWHUOLNHDVRQ´=KDRKXLFRQILUPHG
KHUIDWKHU¶VZRUGVDQGVKHIHOWSURXGRILWDQGDWWULEXWHGKHUHDUO\LQGHSHQGHQF\WR




name. My Mum took my study to be a priority, she never taught me how to 
FRRN´ 
 
.HHSLQJDGDXJKWHUDZD\ IURP WUDGLWLRQDO ³IHPDOH WHUULWRU\´ OLNH WKHNLWFKHQ LVRQO\
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VRPHER\¶Vcharacteristics. I dRQ¶WZDQWKHU WREHDVSRLOHGFKLOGZH
GLGQ¶WDOORZKHUWRGUHVVXSKDYHORQJKDLURUZHDUDVNLUW´ 
0RWKHU ³:HQHYHU UHDOO\ WKRXJKWDERXW LWEHIRUH ,¶YHRQO\ MXVW UHDOL]HG LW
since you asked today! Indeed, although we have a daughter, we raised 
her lLNHDVRQ´ 
 
7KLV DVVRFLDWLRQ EHWZHHQ WKH EHLQJ D JLUO DQG ³EHLQJ VSRLOHG´ reinforced the 
VWHUHRW\SHRIDJLUO WREH ³ZHDNDQGGHSHQGHQW´$V<L]L¶V IHPDOHPRWKHU (55, 
teacher) SXWLW³JLUOVDUHWREHSURWHFWHGZKLOHPHQVKRXOGKDYHDJUHDWHUVHQVH of 
UHVSRQVLELOLW\ DQG EH WKH OHDGHU RI WKH IDPLO\´ ,Q FRQWUDVW WKH SDUHQWDO FRQFHUQ RI
³EHLQJVSRLOHG´ZDVOHVVVDOLHQWDPRQJPDOHUHVSRQGHQWVDQGWKHLUSDUHQWV  
 
%ROLQ¶V PRWKHU¶V DWWHPSW WR EOXU KHU GDXJKWHU¶V JHQGHU UHYHDOHG WKH SDUHQW¶V
(unconscious) denial of a daughter and their everyday influence to convert her into the 
boy they could not have without the daughter even realizing it. Bolin was in her 
late-thirties and a mother of two at the point of interview, when talking about the ban 
on girl-likHRXWILWVLQKHUFKLOGKRRGVKHVDLGMRNLQJO\³,ZDVIDWVKRUW-haired and wore 
JODVVHV(YHQ LQXQLYHUVLW\VRPHSHRSOH WKRXJKW ,ZDVDER\ >ODXJK@´%ROLQGLGQRW
regard her situation as being unusual, but blamed the general plainness of material 
life in WKH¶V  
 
However, without the comparison of the treatment of other children in the family as a 
reference group, gender inequality in one-child families tended to be covert, while 
respondents who had a sibling of a different gender were more exposed to openly 
gendered treatment in the domestic situation. The non one-child sample in this 
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research contains 3 women who had a brother and 2 men who had a sister. Although 
it is a small sample, their perception of their siblings showed a sharp awareness of the 
gendered difference in terms of the entitlement for family resources and the 
assignment of family responsibilities.  
 




MHDORXVHYHU\ERG\OLNHGER\V«0D\EH,WKRXJKWWRRPXFK,DOZD\s prepared for the 
ZRUVW , NHSW HYHU\WKLQJ WR P\VHOI« EXW DIWHU D ZKLOH , JRW WR OLNH P\ EURWKHU´
Fortunately for Feng, her parents had enough income to fund both her and her 
EURWKHU¶s study abroad. However, as a boy born in an economically deprived rural 
family, :HQELQ¶V (male, 36, entrepreneur) university education was made possible 
EHFDXVH RI KLV ROGHU VLVWHU¶V VDFULILFH RI KHU RZQ HGXFDWLRQ RSSRUWXQLWLHV 7KXV
although Wenbin was the younger child, the family directed all the resources to him 
instead of the older child. Respondents who grew up in urban two-children families 
also reported differences in the daily arrangements for the siblings.       
 
The gender inequality in two-children families was more overt, while that in the 
one-child families was more covert. The level of awareness of gender inequality 
among only children was lower than children who grew up with opposite sex siblings. 
Therefore, while one-child urban families may have contributed to a seemingly more 
gender equal environment for girls, the fundamental belief in a gender hierarchy still 
persisted. In any case, it is not gender equality; it is male-based social engineering, 
where the female is disadvantaged. But the victimization through gender manipulation 
did not end when the daughter became an adult, as will be clear in the next section. 
 




Dahong (female, 27) had just finished her 5-year university education in France and 
England; she was funded by her parents. She started her first job as a market analyst 
in London. She wanted to start her own business but her father was strongly against it, 
because a business woman was unconventional, and as such it would be difficult to 
find a spouse: 
 
³+HVDLGWKDW,VKRXOGJHWPDUULHGas soon as possible. A girl should not run a 
company. Even if you succeeded in having a business and have a high 
income, your status in the marriage market would be lower than a girl 
working as a clerk in a bank. Working in a bank sounds decent, but a 
businesswoman sounds [Pause]. 0\'DGGRHVQ¶WOLNHJLUOVWREHWRRVWURQJ
He said if I really want to start a company, I may do it after I get married, not 
EHIRUH´ 
 
7KHUH LV D FRQWUDGLFWLRQ LQ WKH RXWORRN RI 'DKRQJ¶V IDWKHU 2Q WKH RQH KDQG KH
supported his GDXJKWHU¶VRYHUVHDVHGXFDWLRQ WR0DVWHU¶VGHJUHH OHYHORQ WKHRWKHU
KDQG KH ³GRHVQ¶W OLNH JLUOV WR EH WRR VWURQJ´ KH YDOXHG KLV GDXJKWHU¶V SRWHQWLDO
marriage prospect more than her career development. The clash between career 
development and marriage prospects in parental expectation placed great pressure 
on the younger generation. Yizi (female, advertising manager) was 31 and was 
UHJDUGHGDV³ROG´LQWKHPDUULDJHPDUNHW6KHVDLGKHUUHODWLYHVIUHTXHQWO\HQTXLUHG
and gossiped about her unmarried status; which was one of the reasons she did not 
want to return to China.  
 
Both Dahong and Yizi were subject to the discrimination of the so-FDOOHG ³OHIWRYHU
ZRPHQ FULVLV´ LQ &KLQD 7KH WHUP ³OHIWRYHU ZRPHQ´ UHIHUUHG WR VLQJOH ZRPHQ ZKR
were over the age of 27 and unmarried. As the education period became longer and 
the age of marrying was delayed, there was a rising number of highly educated 
professional women who found themselves single in their late twenties and thirties. 
However, this kind of social development has been seen pejoratively; women who 
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were financially independent and did not conform to the traditional role of a wife and a 
mother were subject to criticism.  
 
The female respondents who were single in the research showed irritation, 
resentment or evHQ IHDU ZLWK UHJDUG WR WKH ³WLPH-SUHVVLQJ´ QDWXUH RI WKH PDUULDJH
SUHVVXUH LPSRVHG RQ WKHP 'DKRQJ DQG <L]L ZHUH ³OHIWRYHU ZRPHQ´ E\ &KLQHVH
VWDQGDUGV ZKLOH WKH \RXQJHU UHVSRQGHQW -LQ  0DVWHU¶V VWXGHQW ZDV DOUHDG\
concerned that concentrating on her career in the next few years would pose a 
problem on her chance to get married. Although the pressure for women to marry is 
widespread among women who live in China, the pressure is also found to be 
pervasive among the female demographic who moved outside of China. Geographical 
distance seemed to have failed to fully disengage these females from the marriage 
system in the Chinese society.   
 
7KHQRWLRQRI³OHIWRYHUZRPHQ´LVEHOLHYHGWRKDYHEHHQLQLWLDWHGE\WKH&KLQHVHVWDWH
In 2007, the state media started a campaign to stigmatise educated unmarried women. 
8VLQJWKH:RPHQ¶V)HGHUDWLRQ:HEVLWHWKHVWDWHSXEOLVKHGDUWLFOHVWRSURPRWHWKH
patriarchal value system, which blamed the female for not marrying (Fincher, 2012). 
The Chinese Ministry of Education attributed the unmarried status of these women to 
WKHLURZQ µµRYHUO\KLJKH[SHFWDWLRQV IRUPDUULDJHSDUWQHUV¶¶ 7R7KH LQWHQWLRQ
EHKLQGWKHVWDWH¶VDWWLWXGHZDVVDLGWRHQFRXUDJHHGXFDWHGZRPHQWRKDYHFKLOGUHQ
DQGLPSURYHWKH³RYHUDOOTXDOLW\RIWKHSRSXODWLRQ´Magistad, 2013).  
 
$OWKRXJK LW LV QRW FOHDU WR ZKDW H[WHQW WKH VWDWH LQLWLDWHG WKH ³OHIWRYHU ZRPHQ´
phenomenon, the fact that the notion was widespread, widely accepted and continued 
to victimise a significant number of accomplished women, shows the deeply-rooted 
gender inequality in Chinese society, including that among the educated middle class 
FRKRUWLQWKLVUHVHDUFK0LGGOHFODVVGDXJKWHUV¶LPSRVHGPDUULDJHH[SHFWDWLRQUHYHDOV
a contradiction in Chinese families: these daughters had been brought up with high 
H[SHFWDWLRQV IRU WKHLU FDUHHU DQG HGXFDWLRQ DFKLHYHPHQW ZKHUH ³ER\-OLNH TXDOLWLHV´
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were desired. However, they were also expected to be submissive, and conform to the 
traditional inferior female role when it came to marriage.  
 
3.4 Summary  
 
The second half of the 20th Century witnessed dramatic socioeconomic changes in 
China, which shaped the lives of two generations: the one-child generation and their 
parents. The middle class one-child families found themselves in the middle of sharply 
competing pressures and norms in a changing society: the traditional and the 
³PRGHUQ´ WKH DXWKRULWDULDQ V\VWHP DQG WKH ULVH RI LQGLYLGXDOLVP VWDWH-controlled 
security and the opening of the market economy. As a result, well-educated parents 
tended to shift away from the traditional parenting style; only children who grew up in 
the society in transition also had an up-bringing which combined experiences 
including the pressure to study, opportunities to access education resources, and 
growing attitudes towards greater gender awareness and equality. 
 
7KHFRPSOH[KLVWRU\RI&KLQD¶V UHFHQWSROLWLFDOFKDQJHVPHDQW WKDW Chinese middle 
class families have emerged from distinctly variable backgrounds. What this class 
shares, however, is the objective for their chiOGUHQ WR ³KDYH D JRRG OLIH´ 7KH QHZ
middle class lacks the traditional expectations to do with material support from their 
FKLOGUHQWKH\H[SHFWWRFRQWLQXHWRVXSSRUWWKHLURIIVSULQJ7KHQRWLRQRIWKH³JRRG
OLIH´PD\ YDU\ IURP IDPLO\ WR family; the research revealed gendered differences in 
what that meant&HUWDLQO\WKH³JRRGOLIH´FHQWUDOO\LQFRUSRUDWHVWKHWUDQVLWLRQIURPD
culture where the parents were the priority to the current convention of the child being 




The public discourse of the desire for equal status for men and women is supported 
by the statistics of the rising socioeconomic profile of urban females. However, at the 
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domestic and individual level, attitudes towards gender are more diverse and difficult 
to measure. Evidence of gender inequality in 21st Century China revealed something 
altogether more sinister: female children disadvantaged in the male-centred 
up-bringing process at one end of the spectrum, and adult women committing suicide 
at the other end of the spectrum.  
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Chapter 4. One-child migrants in the UK: the decision-making process, mobility 
trajectory and parental involvement 
 
Growing up in a modernising China, the one-child generation has experienced a rising 
living VWDQGDUGDQGHGXFDWLRQDORSSRUWXQLWLHVWKDWZHUHQRWDYDLODEOHWRWKHLUSDUHQWV¶
generation in pre-reform China. The domestic change in China was accompanied by 
FKDQJHVLQWKHLQWHUQDWLRQDOVSKHUHDVZHOODV&KLQD¶VUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKWKHUHVWRIWKH
ZRUOG7KHRSHQLQJRI&KLQD¶VERUGHUQRWRQO\ IDFLOLWDWHGGRPHVWLFHFRQRPLFJURZWK
but also transforPHG &KLQHVH SHRSOH¶V SHUFHSWLRQ DQG SDUWLFLSDWLRQ LQ LQWHUQDWLRQDO
migration within three decades.  
 
The sharp increase in the number of Chinese international students since 2000 
coincided with the coming of age of the one-child generation. The value of 
international students has been highlighted by sending and receiving countries, but the 
outcome of their education has received limited (yet increasing) attention. How are the 
post-study-migration decisions made? What are the decision-making implications on 
PLJUDQW¶V WUDQVQDWLRQDO PRELOLW\" 7KHVH TXHVWLRQV UHTXLUH D WHPSRUDO FRQWH[W DQG D
familial perspective. 
 
The cohort is made up of members who are at different stages of their lives with 
different goals, obligations and priorities. Such diversity provides a unique opportunity 
for the study to capture whether, and how, the impact of parents may shift as the life of 
the migrant progresses over time. 
 
The chapter starts with a broad contextual setting that includes the development of 
migration from China to the UK, pre and post-1978 reform, before generating a 
migration mobility framework (which the rest of the analysis will be based on). Finally, 
the discussion will focus on one-FKLOG PLJUDQWV¶ SHUVRQDO DVSLUDWLRQV DQG SDUHQWDO
involvement in the migration decision-making process in order to reveal the details of 
the changing intergenerational give and take, and negotiations, between these 
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migrants and their parents.    
 
4.1 The recent development of migration from China to the UK 
 
4.1.1 From elite to common: legal migUDWLRQ RXW RI WKH 3HRSOH¶V 5HSXEOLF RI &KLQD
(PRC) 
 
The second half of the 20th Century and the first decade of the 21st Century witnessed 
WZR H[WUHPH IHDWXUHV RI &KLQHVH PLJUDWLRQ IURP WKH FORVHG ERUGHU XQGHU 0DR¶V
government, to China being the leading overseas student-sending country. Family 
reunion migration, labour migration and illegal migration also contributed to the 
growing migration wave after 1978. However, it was the study-abroad migration 
demographic that marked the most significant increase (see Figure 4). The transition 
RI &KLQD¶V SRVLWLRQ LQ LQWHUQDWLRQDO PLJUDWLRQ VWDUWHG ODUJHO\ DV D WRS-down process 
which involved changes in state policy and the establishment of a study abroad market. 
The post-reform migration pattern can be seen in two periods: the emergence and 
steady increase from 1978, and the rapid take-off at the turn of the century.  
 
7KH HFRQRPLF UHIRUPV DQG WKH ³RSHQ-GRRU´ SROLF\ QRW RQO\ FKDQJHG VRFLDO
stratification in China (see Chapter 3), but, arguably, shifted attitudes and the 
SHUFHSWLRQ RI &KLQHVH VRFLHW\ WRZDUGV WKH ³:HVW´ ,Q 0DR¶V &KLQD WKH SXEOLF
GLVFRXUVHRIWKH:HVWZDVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKQHJDWLYH³FDSLWDOLVWYDOXHV´ZKLFKRSSRVHG
WKH VWDWH¶V FRPPXQLVW LGHRORJ\ )ULHGPDQ  .LQJ  'XULQJ WKH ODVW WZR
decades bHIRUHWKH³RSHQ-GRRU´SROLF\SHRSOHLQPDLQODQG&KLQDZHUHQRWDOORZHGWR
go abroad, nor were overseas Chinese allowed to re-migrate to China. Individuals 
who wanted to leave China remained silent for the fear of being regarded as anti the 
Chinese socialist system (Liu, 2006:138). 
  
Legal migration from mainland China developed after 1978. However, emigration was 
strictly monitored by the state. Apart from those seeking family reunification (also 
 131 
 
FDOOHG ³VHWWOHU PLJUDQWV´ E\ 6NHOGRQ >@ D VLJQLILFDQW proportion of the early 
emigrants were state-sponsored students who were sent to the US and Europe 
IROORZLQJ'HQJ;LDRSLQJ¶VVSHHFKLQ: ³:HDUHJRLQJWRVHQGWKRXVDQGVRUWHQV
of thousands of students to receive overseas education" (Qian, 2009). Compared to 
the state-sponsored students, self-funded overseas education during the ODWH ¶V
DQG ¶80s was extremely limited to the elites who had the financial resources and 
overseas connections. In 1978, only 8 self-funded students applied to study abroad. 
The number increased to over a thousand a year in the early 1980s (Dai, 2008). At the 
practical level, two features slowed down the progress of migration: the complex 
bureaucratic process involved to obtain a passport and the undeveloped transport 
system (Skeldon, 1996).  
 
,Q  WKH VWDWH¶V SULQFLSOH RI ³VXSSRUWLQJ SXUVXLQJ VWXGLHV DEURDG HQFRXUDJLQJ
UHWXUQLQJ WR WKH KRPHODQG DQG IUHH WR FRPH DQG JR´ ZDV HVWDEOLVKHG ZKLFK
subsequently led to the start of the self-funded study-abroad demographic (Hong and 
Lou, 2011:108). Among students who went abroad annually, the percentage of 
private-sponsored students rose from 65% in 1996 to 90% in 2001 (Li, 2010:283). In 
1998, the state legalized the operation of study-abroad agencies (Dai, 2008); these 
agencies have played a crucial role in the expansion and commercialisation of the 
study-abroad market. With more information, service and facilities available (mainly 
provided by study-abroad agencies), study abroad was no longer a privilege limited to 
an elite of well-connected and well-informed individuals. The Chinese public rapidly 
became familiar with the notion of overseas study, and newly emergent middle class 
families started to join this movement and to send their children abroad. The turn of 
the century marked a significant increase in international students (see Figure 4); it 
was also the time when the children born after the 1979 one-child policy turned into 





Figure 4: Number of study-abroad population and return population 
Source: National Bureau of Statistics of PRC, 2015 
 
The majority of overseas Chinese students have been postgraduate students. The 
percentage of students who went overseas for postgraduate degrees has remained 
higher than 25% of all Chinese postgraduate students for most years since 1994 (Li, 
2010). Therefore, it was not uncommon for students who completed an 
undergraduate degree in China to continue into postgraduate education overseas. 
Meanwhile, fewer people in the later wave worked before they left China. In addition 
to the rapid increase, students who went abroad for undergraduate19 and secondary 
school education increased rapidly (Wang, 2013, Dai, 2008). The average age of 
overseas Chinese students has become younger.  
 
Accompanying the large volume of migration from China is the increasing number of 
returnees (see Figure 4). In 1978, as a returnee who studied in Paris in the 1920s, 
                                                             
19
 A higher number of undergraduate students came under the Transnational Education (TNE) scheme 
(cooperation between operating or management of higher education institutions in China and foreign 
countries [Hong, 2003]). According to a Universities UK briefing in 2013, British universities were behind 
25% of all sino-foreign joint degree programmes, which makes the UK the largest provider of joint 












number of Chinese students studying abroad annually number of returned students annually 
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Deng Xiaoping hoped state-sponsored students would return after their education and 
contribute to the modernization of China (Xinhua News, 2004). However, from the 
period 1979-1990s, the approximate return rate was only 30%, and only one in five of 
the students who went to the US returned to China (Skeldon, 1996). This situation 
started to change from the late 1990s (see Figure 4). The return rate remained lower 
than half until shortly before 2010. The increased return rate was largely the result of 
tightened migration policy, limited job vacancies after the 2008 financial crisis in the 
host country, and the expanding economic opportunities in China.   
 
The recognition of an international degree by the state, and the policies carried out to 
attract returnees added political and social value to the attainment of a Western 
university degree, which in turn helped returnees to transform their cultural capital to 
HFRQRPLF FDSLWDO %LDR DQG 6KHQ  +RZHYHU LQ UHDOLW\ WKH UHWXUQHHV¶ FDUHHU
prospects in China showed a mixed profile: on the one hand, returnees were 
associated with privileged positions in both the private and public sectors; the state 
SURYLGHG ILQDQFLDO UHZDUGV WR DWWUDFW ³RXWVWDQGLQJ VWXGHQWV´ DQG VXSSRUWHG WKHLU
entrepreneurship in China (Biao and Shen, 2009); US and European returnees also 
made up 15% of the fifth generation of Chinese leaders (Liu, 2011).  
 
On the other hand, as more overseas degree holders entered the job market, the 
advantage of an overseas degree perceived by employers lessened. Without any work 
H[SHULHQFHLQ&KLQDRURYHUVHDVWKHJUDGXDWHUHWXUQHHV¶MRE-search process was as 
difficult as it was for their locally-graduated counterparts. However, returnees who 
ZHUHZDLWLQJIRUDMREZHUHFRPPRQO\ODEHOOHGE\WKHSXEOLFDV³KDLGDL´ (seaweed); it is 
a negative reference that compared the returnees to seaweed washed ashore. Public 
media in ChinD DQG DEURDG KDYH EHHQ KLJKOLJKWLQJ WKH ³RYHU RSWLPLVWLF´ FDUHHU
expectations among returnees since the early 2000s (China Central Television 
Channel, 2014, Fischer, 2014, Melik, 2012, Xinhua News, 2007, 2003).  
 
In spite of the fact that the average starting salary for returnees remained significantly 
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higher than home-educated graduates (Xu et al, 2014, Zweig and Han 2011), the large 
gap between study-abroad costs and the starting salary for returnees casts doubt on 
the value of overseas education. In 2013, for example, the annual study abroad cost in 
the UK was around £20,000, while the average starting salary of Chinese returnees 
was £9,675 in 2011 (Universities UK, 2014, Archer and Cheng, 2012). From a 
pragmatic investment-return point of view, studying abroad became a more risky 
investment for families in China. 
 
As study abroad changed from an elite to a common phenomenon, the education 
quality, overseas experience, and the prospect for Chinese job applicants with an 
overseas degree, all added to the increasingly complex nature of formal education 
success and employment. Students in the host country were also subject to a cluster 
of impacts. The following section will briefly describe the sociopolitical situation of 
recent Chinese arrivals in the UK.   
 
4.1.2 Study, work and settlement in the UK 
 
The migration from China to the UK sharply increased between the 2001 Census and 
the 2011 Census (see Figure 5). In 2012, 40,000 Chinese migrants arrived in the UK, 
and China ranked the top of migrant-sending countries to the UK for the first time 
(ONS, 2013b). The arrival of the new Chinese migrants from mainland China has 
changed the Hong Kong (Cantonese) dominating profile of the UK Chinese. The 
percentage of people from mainland China among the ethnic Chinese population in 





Figure 5: China-born residents in the UK (Census) 
Source: ONS, 2013a 
 
The demographic profile of the new arrivals has been consistently found to be younger 
(Biao and Shen, 2009). The large number of recent young arrivals reflected the high 
proportion of students: students aged 16 and over made up 45% of the Chinese who 
arrived between 2001 and 2011 (ONS, 2013a) and the number has been increasing 
(see Figure 6). Following the US, the UK is the second most popular destination for 
Chinese students, particularly for postgraduate studies (Ernst and Young, 2014, China 
Daily, 2013). By 2012, China provided the largest number of international students in 
UK universities (Universities UK, 2013, Home Office, 2013a). In 2013, while China was 




Figure 6: Number of Chinese students in the UK 
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students from China among all non-EU countries after 2007. 
 
In this study, all respondents but one arrived in the UK after 2000. They were all below 
the age of 30 at the year of arrival (see Figure 7). In fact, only 2 respondents were born 
before 1979 when the one-child policy was officially enforced. Most of them came to 
the UK as students (see Table 5). The minority who came to do an undergraduate or 
pre-undergraduate course eventually continued on to complete a postgraduate degree. 
Only a third of the respondents worked in China before coming to the UK, ranging from 
1 year to 3 years. The general lack of (or short) work experience reflects the young 
age of the arrivals. The respondent who came by marriage met her husband in China. 
One of the respondents who came with a work visa was recruited by a Chinese 
traditional medical doctor scheme based in the UK, and the other one was recruited by 
a British university as a postdoctoral researcher.  
 
 
Figure 7: Year and age of respondents when first arrived in the UK 
 
Table 5: The route by which respondents entered the UK 
student work marriage 
postgraduate undergraduate A level 2 1 

























Therefore, most respondents in the sample had no direct connections in the UK before 
they left China. This feature distinguishes the current wave of Chinese migrants from 
WKHSUHYLRXVZDYH+RQJ.RQJPLJUDQWVLQWKH¶V-¶VZKRWHQGHGWREHSDUWRID
migration network based on relatives and clans (Watson, 1977). The lack of 
social/family connections in the host country adds to the difficulty of the extension of 
WKHQHZ PLJUDQWV¶ LQLWLDO WHPSRUDU\ YLVDV HVSHFLDOO\ DPRQJ PRVWQHZ SRVWJUDGXDWH
students whose visa lasted for only a year because of the one-year length of their 
0DVWHU¶VFRXUVH$SDUWIURPWKHPLQRULW\ZKRPDUULHGD%ULWLVKFLWL]HQIRUWKHRYHUVHDV
students who want to remain in the UK after their study, the most common way was to 
find a job which enabled the individual to switch to a work visa.    
 
From 1995 to 2012, the work permit granted to the Chinese each year has increased 
from 657 to 4873 (ONS, 2006, Home Office, 2013). Data from the 2007 and 2009 
Chinese graduates survey showed that 20% of the students who graduated in 2007 
and 2009 remained in the UK for work (Archer and Cheng, 2011:22). However, the 
level of difficulty for students switching to full-time employment in the UK has 
increased since 2007. Apart from the increasing competition in the British job market 
after the 2008 financial crisis, state policy has made the UK unwelcoming to non-EU 
job-seekers. Restrictions on work visas were introduced including the requirements of 
the minimum salary, the lack of freedom in job choices, and the increasing complex 
application procedure (Home Office, 2015). A change of migration policy is usually the 
PRVWHIIHFWLYHZD\WRLQIOXHQFHPLJUDQWV¶GHFLVLRQWRUHPDLQRUUHWXUQLQthe short term. 
With the cancellation of post-study work visa (PSW) in 2012, the number of students 
who obtained a work visa after study immediately dropped by 87% (Universities UK, 
2014).  
 
The Home Office granted indefinite leave to remain (ILR) to those who wanted to 
settle. The grant is based on different criteria, and the most common base is the 
length of residence, which requires applicants to have lived in the UK for at least 10 
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years (study and/or work) or worked and paid a required amount of tax for at least 5 
years (Home Office, 2015). After being an ILR holder for a year, individuals will be 
allowed to apply for British citizenship (Home Office, 2015). Based on this route, a 
Chinese person who came to the UK as a degree student will need to work for at least 
5 years before being granted an ILR. 
 
 
Figure 8: Respondents' legal status 
 
The legal status of respondents in this study is shown in Figure 8. The majority of the 
sample are temporary residency permit holders (student-visa and work-visa). This 
group of migrants is vulnerable to any changes in government policy. Under the 
current visa system, work visa holders are not allowed to work for a different employer 
unless the new employer is qualified to sponsor foreigners and is willing to go through 
the complex process to apply for a work permit for the migrant. This requirement has 
limited the MREFKRLFHDQGDOVRPDGHFXUUHQWVWXGHQWV¶ MREVHDUFKGLIILFXOW+RZHYHU
the work restriction does not apply to ILR holders. Furthermore, ILR holders are 
entitled to the welfare benefit in the UK, and their children are also entitled to enter the 
British education system. 
 
Therefore, ILR means long-term residency security for migrants. It is viewed as the 
³*UHHQFDUG´IRUWKH8.$OWKRXJKPRVWXQVHWWOHGUHVSRQGHQWVLQWKHVWXG\GHVLUHGDQ











recognize dual nationality: becoming a British citizen means giving up Chinese 
citizenship. As a result, the majority of ILR holders (9 out of 10) in the study did not 
apply for British citizenship in spite of the fact that all these 9 respondents were 
qualified to do so.   
 
As the migration policy in the host country becomes stricter, it is not surprising that an 
increasing rate of recent arrivals returned to China after studying, hence the rising 
return rate (see Figure 6 in Section 4.1.2). However, a significant number of the 
former-LQWHUQDWLRQDO VWXGHQWV UHPDLQHG 7KH ³VWXGHQW VZLWFKHUV´ 5REHUWVRQ 
make up the majority of the sample. As the sample was not selected with a preference 
for former VWXGHQWV WKH KLJK SURSRUWLRQ RI ³VWXGHQW VZLWFKHUV´ VXJJHVWV WKDW WKH
post-study migrants are likely to represent the majority of the new Chinese migrants 
living in the UK at the time of this study.  
 
The sudden rise of international student mobility is a relatively new yet widespread 
phenomenon. The cross-border student population increased by 70% between 2000 
and 2008 (Robertson, 2011) which intensified the global talent circulation associated 
with brain gain and brain drain for different regions. The career outlook and post-study 
settlement of this highly qualified demographic thus became crucial for the host 
country and sending country. However, the understanding of the decision-making 
process of this highly mobile, highly qualified group of migrants, including the decision 
to study abroad, to remain in the host country, or to return/re-migrate, is relatively 
limited. The next section explores the key factors involved in the one-child Chinese 
PLJUDQWV¶ WUDQVLWLRQ IURP LQWHUQDWLRQDO VWXGents to long-term residents in a 
transnational context.     
 
4.2 From international students to working residents: changing mobility and 
personal aspirations 
 
International students have been treated ambiguously with regard to their designation 
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as migrants. If the word migrant ³EURDGO\FRYHUVHYHU\RQHZKROHDYHVKRPHZLWKRXW
LQWHQGLQJ WR UHWXUQ´ :DQJ WKHQ DURXQGKDOI RI WKH VDPSOH LQ WKLV VWXG\
FRXOG QRW EH FODVVLILHG DV ³PLJUDQW´ WKH UHVSRQGHQWV OHIW &KLQD ZLWK GLIIHUHQW LQLWLDO
plans that ranged from a firm intention to return to China after study (12 out of 33), to a 
strong commitment to remain overseas (1 out of 33). Tao (female, 27, social media 
manager) came to Kent as a postgraduate student in 2010 and was determined to 
remain permanently. She married an English fellow student and has lived in the area 
since then. This is the only example of a planned settlement found in the research. A 
large number of the cases were between the two ends of this spectrum, with a 
significant proportion who either did not have a clear preference to return or to remain 
in the UK (15 out of 33) or who wanted to have some work experience before returning 
(5 out of 33).  
 
The majority of the respondents who were working residents at the point of interview 
had experienced at least one major change in their travel plans. This kind of changing 
nature of post-VWXG\SODQVVKRZVD IOH[LEOHFRQWLQXLW\ IURPVWXGHQW WR ³PLJUDQWKRRG´
(Wang, 2007: 168) which distinguished student-turned-migrants from traditional 
migrants. The blurring of boundaries in migrant types and decision-making stages 
UHTXLUHV D IUDPHZRUN WKDW FDSWXUHV DQ LQGLYLGXDO¶V HYROYLQJ PRELOLW\ WUDMHFWRU\ DV LW
unfolds with changing circumstances at different levels; such takes place not only in a 
relatively more FKDQJHDEOH SHULRG RI D SHUVRQ¶V OLIH IURP HGXFDWLRQ FRPSOHWLRQ WR
career/family establishment), but is also embedded in a transnational context. 
 
4.2.1 The mobility trajectory and associated factors of student-turned-migrant over 
time and space 
Studying abroad is not a decision made entirely by an individual as a one-off choice. It 
LV ³DQ RQ-going interaction between micro-level and macro-level factors and 
FRQVLGHUDWLRQV´ 0RVQHDJD DQG:LQWKHU  7KLV GHVFription puts migration 
decision making in both a relational and a historical perspective. The relational 
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SURVSHFWLYH LQFOXGHV WKH IDFWRUV LQ DQ LQGLYLGXDO¶V IDPLO\ DIILOLDWHG JURXSV DQG
host/home countries which directly or indirectly affects WKHLQGLYLGXDO¶VGHFLVLRQ making. 
The historical perspective provides an understanding about how migration decision 
making proceeds or follows other events (Carlson, 2013); it can be the outcome of 
SUHYLRXVPRELOLW\H[SHULHQFHVLWFDQDOVREHWKHIDFWRUWKDWLQIOXHQFHVDQLQGLYLGXDO¶V
mobility later in life. 
 
The complex relationships of migration decision factors and their impact on the 
migrant mobility trajectory of the migrant are presented in the framework (Figure 9, 
below). This framework was generated based on a diagram in Ana Mosneaga and 
/DUV:LQWKHU¶VVWXG\DERXWLQWHUQDWLRQDOVWXGHQWV¶FDUHHUWUDMHFWRU\LQ'HQPDUN
The present author borrowed the basic structure of their diagram but modified the 
content to reflect the Chinese cohort. For example, migration policy was added for its 
application exclusively on non-EU students; parental factors was highlighted as the 
majority of the Chinese students were funded by parents, hence the significance of 
parents in decision PDNLQJ)XUWKHUPRUHWKHFLUFXODWLRQRI³GLVSRVLWLRQWRJRDEURDGĺ
GHVWLQDWLRQFKRLFHĺH[WHQVLRQRIVWD\ĺGLVSRVLWLRQWRUHWXUQ´ZDVDGGHGWRLQGLFDWH
the on-going nature of decision making. The rest of the section will explain the 
framework in terms of its relational and historical structure; the focus will then turn to 
elaborating on the crucial factors that directly impact on the PLJUDQWV¶GHFLVLRQ-making 






Figure 9: Life mobility trajectory in micro-level and macro-level context 
[Adapted from Mosneaga aQG:LQWKHU¶VVWXG\@ 
a. The structure of the framework  
The boundaries of the micro-level and macro-level factors are blurred, they have been 
UHIHUUHG WR DV ³LQGLYLGXDO-UHODWHG IDFWRUV´ DQG ³VHWWLQJ-UHODWHG IDFWRUV´ WKH ODWWHU
involves ³impetuses, events, persons or contexts that make mobility a workable 
SRVVLELOLW\´ (Guth, 2007:1). Furthermore, based on the forms of an LQGLYLGXDO¶V
UHODWLRQVKLS ZLWK RWKHU DFWRUV LQYROYHG WKH IDFWRUV ZHUH DOVR GLYLGHG DV ³UHODWional 
HPEHGGHGQHVV´G\DGLF [pairwise] UHODWLRQVDQG³VWUXFWXUDOHPEHGGHGQHVV´VWUXFWXUH
of the overall network of relations) (Carlson, 2013, Granovetter, 1992:33). These 
descriptions of the interactive relationships between individuals and their surrounding 
VRFLDOHOHPHQWVUHIOHFW%RXUGLHX¶V FRQFHSWRI³KDELWXV´DQG³VRFLDOHPEHGGHGQHVV´ 
Students are complex subjects whose life objectives go beyond higher education: they 
are simultaneously family members, friends, citizens of a particular country (King and 
Raghuram, 2013), or in some cases (former) employees of an institution. Because of 
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the multiple identities of a (potential) migrant, their decisions are likely to be influenced 
by the local economic/social/cultural environment through the social groups these 
individuals are affiliated to: family, peer group or institutions. These social groups are 
also subject to the changes in the socioeconomic situation in the home country, 
host/destination country, and the global environment. The previous section (see 4.1) 
demonstrated how domestic and international changes initiated and facilitated the 
migration/study abroad wave from China. 
The historical development in Figure 9 introduces, in a chronological order, the 
significant life events which tend to be points of decision, and factors related to them. 
When talking about their past decision PDNLQJ DQG IXWXUH SODQV UHVSRQGHQWV¶
narratives usually evolve along significant life events: study abroad, graduation/start 
job, relationship/marriage and have child(ren). The factors that operate at a micro-level 
or a macro-level are all, to some extent, involved in influencing the decisions. However, 
for different events the dominating factor may be different. For example, the parental 
factor may play a more important role in the decision to study abroad, but the 
institutional factors (in this case, job opportunities) may play a greater role in the 
decision to start a job in the UK. By looking at the framework in a timeline, the factors 
related to the individuals are no longer fixed in a static condition. Rather, they work 
dynamically in different conditions, with different levels of importance, at different life 
stages of the individual.   
The importance of time in understanding the migration trajectory was also highlighted 
in Johanna Waters¶ longitudinal research about middle class Hong Kong and Taiwan 
ZRPHQ LQ &DQDGD  6OLJKWO\ GLIIHUHQW IURP WKLV VWXG\ :DWHUV¶ SDUWLFLSDQWV
entered her research in 1999 as mothers with young children who migrated to Canada 
DV ³DVWURQDXW ZLYHV´ ZKLOH WKHLU KXVEDQGVZRUNHG in the home country. Eight years 
ODWHUWKHVHZRPHQ¶VOLYHVDQGRXWORRNs changed with the growth of their children, the 
reunion with their husbands and their own changing sense of belonging to Canada and 
+RQJ .RQJ7DLZDQ ,PSRUWDQW OLIH VWDJHV VXFK DV ³FKLOGUHQ EHFRPLQJ ´ DQG WKHLU
RZQ ³UHWLUHPHQW´ were significant marks in their future re-migration and settlement 
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SODQV:DWHUV¶ UHVHDUFKQRWRQO\VXJJHVWHG WKDW ³WUDQVQDWLRQDOPLJUDWLRQ LVF\FOLFDO´
but also indicated that the impact of the life stages of close family members can also 
VKDSH D PLJUDQW¶V GHFLVLRQ ,Q WKH FDVH RI :DWHUV¶ research, her participants were 
largely influenced by their FKLOGUHQ¶V DQG KXVEDQGV¶ QHHGV 7KLV UHVHDUFK ZLWK D
younger cohort, explores the (potential) impact of parents as well as spouse and 
offspring on the miJUDQW¶VGHFLVLRQ-making process over time.      
Similar to life events, which were most obvious to the respondents, the PLJUDQWV¶
dispositions to go abroad, to remain, or to return can also be better captured by 
looking through a developmental perspective. In the case of migrants arriving as 
students, their decision-making outcome usually started with the disposition to go 
abroad and destination choice. Their mobility trajectory continued with the extension of 
stay at the point of graduation, which may develop into permanent settlement in the 
host country or the decision to re-migrate. The latter involves the disposition to return 
to the home country or going to another country. However, the trajectory does not end 
with return migration; individuals may decide to migrate again, and thus continue the 
cycle.  
 
The stages of decision making may overlap or take place simultaneously. For example, 
at the point of going abroad, some respondents planned to work for a few years after 
study in the UK before returning to China. Their initial plan may be shortened because 
of the lack of job opportunity or may be extended indefinitely because of meeting a 
partner and subsequently establishing a family in the UK. These variations of 
post-study migration phenomena (including return migration and remigration) were 
found among the 30 respondents (who came as students) in this study. The highly 
diverse migration decision-making process found in a relatively small sample showed 
the heterogeneous profile of transnational mobility among these Chinese migrants. 
b. Important external factors in decision making  
Why did the diversity in migration patterns occur? To what extent is migration decision 
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making controlled (or not) by human agents? Before focusing on human factors (see 
4.2.2 and 4.3), the rest of the section will explain crucial non-human factors (which are 
often overlooked by migration theorists), and how thH\ LPSDFWRQPLJUDQWV¶GHFLVLRQ
making during their migration process.    
Respondents expressed different levels of passivity in their past migration decisions 
DQGIXWXUHSODQV7KHUHPDUNVWKDWSDUWLFXODUDVSHFWVRIOLIHZHUH³XQFHUWDLQ´ and one 
could SODQRQO\³RQHVWHSDWDWLPH´ZHUHFRPPRQO\IRXQGDPRQJQHZVWXGHQWDUULYDOV
and well-HVWDEOLVKHGPLJUDQWV7KHUHVSRQGHQWV¶UHPDUNVUHIHUred to the ways in which 
various external factors shaped the migration process. If the decision-making agents 
are the key motivators for migration, then actions at crucial steps of migration cannot 
be completed without the non-human-agent factors, specifically, institutional factors 
and situational dynamics; such could be the facilitator or obstacle during the process 
that translates migration motivation into practice, thus leading to the variations of 
migration patterns.  
 
Institutional factors influence migration decision making through universities which 
provide courses, study-abroad agents who help with the course and visa applications, 
WKHKRVWFRXQWU\¶VPLJUDWLRQSROLFLHVDVZHOODVWKHHPSOR\PHnt opportunities offered 
by the host country companies. Institutional factors are particularly influential in 
destination choice. In this study, most respondents either initially wanted to go to the 
US or did not have a preferred destination country. More than half of the applicants 
chose to study in the UK mainly because both the course application and visa 
application were easier20. Study-abroad agencies were the most frequently mentioned 
information source for the respondents: more than a third of the respondents (12 out of 
33) relied heavily on study abroad agents, including choosing the course and the 
university.  
 
                                                             
20
 Respondents compared course and visa application to the UK with the US. The US was generally the 
preferred destination. But the postgraduate course application to a US university is more complex, and 
the refusal rate of visa application made to the US is also higher.  
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Furthermore, nearly half of the respondents (4 out of 9) who arrived as undergraduate 
students came as part of a TNE programme21. Spending the final one or two years of 
the undergraduate course in a British university was part of TNE programmes. Two of 
the TNE students joined the programme because of the period they could spend 
abroad, while the other two were initially indifferent about the overseas study period; 
but they became motivated to continue their postgraduate study in the UK because of 
the period of time they spent in the UK as undergraduate TNE students. Therefore, the 
causal relationship between taking part in a TNE programme and the aspiration to 
study abroad can work in both directions.    
 
The above evidence suggests the importance of institutional factors in sustaining 
migration flow, redirecting the migration path or even generating migration aspirations. 
However, as the migratioQ MRXUQH\XQIROGVDQGPLJUDQWV¶QHHGVFKDQJH LQVWLWXWLRQDO
factors can become barriers to migration. Upon the completion of study the top reason 
for respondents to remain in the UK was the being offered a job, and that is, for the 
migrants in this study, also the only legal way to remain in the UK, apart from marriage. 
Likewise, limited job prospects was a major reason for the graduates to return22. 
Meanwhile, the possibility of finding a job was closely associated with the British 
migration policy, which directly effected the level of residence stability (i.e. type of 
residence permit) (see 4.1.2).  
 
In contrast to the relative stability of institutional factors in long-term migration planning, 
the situational dynamic represents the unexpected, uncertain elements in decision 
making. Borrowed from Mosneaga and Winther (2013), this term refers to the specific 
timing of specific opportunities and the unexpected events. For example, Wenbin 
(male, 36) wanted to study in the US, but the 9/11 terrorist attack in 2001 resulted in 
the immediate tightening of the US visa policy, which led to his doubting the level of 
                                                             
21
 A report in 2014 indicated that approximately 60% of the Chinese undergraduate students in the UK 
came under a TNE scheme (Ernst and Young, 2014). 
22
 4 out of the 5 students in the sample attempted to find a job in the UK but failed, they all returned to 
China shortly after the interviews were conducted. The only one remained was the PhD student who 
was later offered an academic job in his university.   
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social stability in the US. At that time Wenbin met a professor from a university in 
London in a study abroad fair in China. After a conversation with the professor Wenbin 
decided to apply for that university in London instead.  
 
These kinds of unexpected situational phenomena were usually ignored in the earlier 
theories of migration decision making. Moreover, other than shaping the destination 
choice, situational dynamics can sometimes be the crucial factor which triggers or 
terminates a migration plan. The following example shows a change of study plan over 
night triggered by a dinner conversation: Dahong (female, 27) was about to start her 
undergraduate course in fashion design in China when she met her relatives from 
France who came to China for their summer holiday: 
 
³7KH\ >UHODWLYHV@VDLG , VKRXOGJR WRVWXG\ LQ)UDQFHEHFDXVH LWKDV WKHEHVW
fashion design courses. We were having a family dinner, everyone was there. 
So my parents decided, well, actually there was no need for discussion. That 
same night, [parents] asked if I wanted to go. Because we have relatives in 
France, I can live with them, there is nothing to worry about. So the next day we 
started the process with a study-DEURDGDJHQF\´ 
 
This ad-KRF GHFLVLRQ ZDV PDGH LQ WKH FRQWH[W WKDW 'DKRQJ¶V IDPLO\ OLYHG LQ D FLW\
where going abroad was popular, which to some extent helped to build a sense of 
security about the notion of studying abroad. The availability of study-abroad agencies 
in her city also facilitated the transformation of the migration decision into migration 
DFWLRQZLWKLQDVKRUW WLPH)XUWKHUPRUH'DKRQJ¶VSDUHQWVDOVRKDGHQRXJKILQDQFLDO
UHVRXUFHVWRIXQGWKHLUGDXJKWHU¶s immediate study abroad. Given all of the conditions, 
WKH UHODWLYH¶V ZRUGV DFWHG DV D WULJJHU WKDW LQLWLDWHG 'DKRQJ¶V PLJUDWLRQ SURFHVV
However, in a different situation, circumstances can put a sudden halt to a seemingly 
smooth migration process. 
 
For example, following her graduation from a reputable British university in 2010, Yizi 
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(female, 31) started a highly paid job in London and was soon promoted. In the third 
\HDURIKHUMRE<L]L¶VPRWKHUZDVGLDJQRVHGZLWKFDQFHU6KHLPPHGLDWHO\ZHQWEDFN
to China to be ZLWK KHU PRWKHU DQG JLYH PRUDO VXSSRUW WR KHU IDPLO\ ³, SDFNHG XS
HYHU\WKLQJRIPLQHLQ/RQGRQ,VDLGWRP\IULHQGµLIDQ\WKLQJKDSSHQVWRP\0XPSRVW
P\VWXII WRPH ,¶OOQRW UHWXUQ WR(QJODQG¶7KDW¶VZKDW ,GHFLGHG WRGRDW WKDW WLPH´
Fortunately Yi]L¶VPRWKHUVXUYLYHGWKHFDQFHUDQG<L]L¶VRYHUVHDVOLIHUHVXPHG  
 
,W FDQ EH DUJXHG WKDW <L]L¶V OLPLWHG DWWDFKPHQW WKXV IOH[LELOLW\ WR WKH 8. VLQJOH
temporary residency permit holder, not a property owner) made her commitment 
towards China stronger, in particular, to her parents, thus allowing the impact of the 
unexpected condition of her mother to sharply alter her migration plans. There is no 
parallel situation found among more established respondents (married, long-term 
residency permit holder, property owner). However, the latter group, especially those 
who had children, showed a clear commitment towards sustaining their overseas life 
for their own family in the UK (as opposed to their parents in China). Shifts in 
commitment towards their own nuclear families among married migrants is discussed 
more substantially in Chapter 6.   
 
Having analysed how institutional factors and situational dynamics impact on the 
PLJUDQW¶VPRELOLW\ WUDMHFWRU\ LW LVFOHDU WKDW WKHVHIDFWRUV IXQFWLRQed differently in the 
PLJUDQW¶VOLIHRYHUWLPHLQGLIIHUHQWVRFLDOFXOWXUDOHQYLURQPHQWV:KDWZDVDOVRFOHDULQ
the cases presented above was the role of personal aspiration and the involvement of 
parents in the decision-making process at different stages. The following sections will 
discuss ³KXPDQ FRPSOH[LW\´ 0RVQHDJD DQG :LQWKHU  LQ the PLJUDQWV¶
mobility trajectory by focusing on personal aspirations (see 4.2.2) and the role of family 
in shaping migration (see 4.3). 
 
4.2.2 Changing notions of success: career development and lifestyle choice 
 
As was shown in Chapter 3, the one-child generation grew up in a highly competitive 
 149 
 
environment and a significant number of only children were subject to strong parental 
expectations: to achieve success. However, what constitutes success? Before the 
completion of university-level education LQ &KLQD WKH VWDQGDUG RI ³VXFFHVV´ ZDV
clearly marked by the type of school (key school or ordinary school) and the ranking of 
the university that the students attended. However, the notion RI ³VXFFHVV´EHFDPH
blurred beyond university life.  
 
Although career advancement, measured typically by job type and income, still plays a 
VLJQLILFDQW UROH LQ GHILQLQJ ³VXFFHVV´ D PL[WXUH RI PRUH DEVWUDFW IHDWXUHV EHFDPH
influential as individuals entered the wider society, thus shaping the idea RI³VXFFHVV´
Such criteria included a sense of happiness, level of freedom in life, and balance of 
career and family. These lifestyle choices represent non-economic factors in the 
UHVSRQGHQWV¶ PLJUDWLRQ GHFLVLRQ making. Furthermore, as migrants enter a different 




a. Life stage and migraQWV¶ aspirations 
 
The participants left China at different stages of their education or work (see Table 6): 
the most common point of departure was at the end of their undergraduate degree 
course and before starting a job in China, while a few left before or during their 
undergraduate course; a small number of respondents left even before the completion 
of high school. At the other end of the time line, a significant number of respondents 
left China after having worked for a short length of time (1-3 years): among them 8 






Table 6: Migration point and work experience in China 
Level of life stage when 
arrived in the UK 
never 
worked 





postgraduate study 10 4 4 18 
undergraduate study 8 0 1 9 
A level/language course 3 0 0 3 
marriage 0 0 1 1 
work 1 1 0 2 
Total 22 5 6 33 
*High profile here means jobs with a high social status or high income, or both (e.g. 
accountant, lawyer and doctor). 
**Ordinary job here means a professional and semi-professional job (e.g. recruitment 
consultant, insurance salesman or customer service operator) with less prestige, 
DXWRQRP\DQGLQFRPHWKDQµKLJKSURILOH¶MREV.        
  
Given the difference in their age, life stage and experience in Chinese society, it was 
not surprLVLQJ WR ILQG WKDW WKH \RXQJHU JURXS¶V XQGHUJUDGXDWH OHYHO VWXGHQWV DQG$
level/language course students) study-abroad plan tended to be more parent-led, 
while the older group showed stronger personal aspirations including career 
development and lifestyle choice.  
 
However, the career and lifestyle aspirations have different implications for different 
migrants. As reported by some respondents, an overseas degree meant subsequently 
a higher income job or a wider choice in the future career path; for others, especially 





While the majority of respondents reported a mixture of aspirations to study abroad, a 
significant number of study abroad plans in the sample were triggered, to a large 
extent, by not having a clear goal but having the GHVLUHWRFODULI\LW'HPLQ¶VPale, 33, 
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lecturer, arrived 11 years previously) account about his study-abroad aspiration 
represented a commonly found uncertainty especially among new graduates:  
 
³,GLGQ¶WWKLQNWRRPXFKDERXWLW [study abroad] until I was about to graduate. 
What do I do next? I failed my postgraduate applications in China, I didQ¶W 
know what kind of job I wanted to do. So I had the idea to have a look 
RXWVLGHRI&KLQD´ 
 
Distinct from respondents who applied for an overseas course straight after their 
education in China, were those respondents who had worked for a period of time (from 
half a year to 3 years) before going abroad; they showed slightly (but not significantly) 
less uncertainty about their career/life aspirations, and put more emphasis on their 
dislike of the social environment in China; particularly the complicated nature of many 
interpersonal relationships, the unfair treatment they experienced, and the potential 
corruption that may disadvantage their career advancement. 
 
Potential migrants with different life experiences in China may be influenced, at 
different stages, by both the ³SXOO´IDFWRUV(such as the value of a British qualification 
DQG WKH DWWUDFWLRQ RI DQ RYHUVHDV H[SHULHQFH DQG WKH ³SXVK´ IDFWRUV (such as the 
negative elements of Chinese society). Likewise, the influence of different factors on 
the same person can be felt at different stages of her/his life. The two attempts of 
study abroad made by Tian (female, 31, lecturer, arrived 9 years previously), first 
attempt at age 18 and second attempt at age 22, provided a good example of how 
various factors, at different times, can take priority in shaping DQLQGLYLGXDO¶V decision 
making concerning migration.  
 
7LDQ¶V uncle went to study in the US in 1991, and she was also influenced by her 
IDWKHU¶VSUR-study abroad ideas. Tian was first motivated to study in the US when she 
ZDVLQKLJKVFKRRO³,FRXOGQRWVHHWKDWIDUEDFNWKHQ,RQO\NQHZDQRYHUVHDVGHJUHH
KDGPRUHYDOXHWKDQD&KLQHVHGHJUHH´$IWer her US visa was rejected Tian went to a 
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prestigious university in China for her undergraduate degree and subsequently started 
working in a state-owned IT company. However, Tian did not enjoy her work or the 
social environment. After having worked for half year, Tian came to the UK for a 
postgraduate degree which then extended to a PhD course:  
 
³,IHOWP\OLIHZDVOLNHDstagnant pool of ZDWHU«,ZDVQ¶WKDSS\:K\VKRXOGQ¶W,
do something I really enjoy? Life is short. So you can say I was ambitious, or 
you can say I wanted to make my parents proud, or I wanted to escape from 
the reality in China. All of the DERYH´ 
 
The comparison of two stages in 7LDQ¶V life clearly demonstrated the changing 
definitions of ³VXFFHVV´IURPDPRUH³YDOXDEOH´RYHUVHDVGHJUHe to the question about 
³KDSSLQHVV´LQOLIH6LPLODUWR7LDQfour RWKHUUHVSRQGHQWVZKRKDG³KLJKSURILOH´MREV
in China all expressed different levels of frustration about the negative social aspects 
in China and the desire to explore new possibilities iQOLIH%\JLYLQJXSD³VXFFHVVIXO´
job in China, these respondents showed the significant impact of non-economic 
elementVLQDPLJUDQW¶VGHFLVLRQmaking.      
 
b. 7KH³GHYDOXDWLRQ´RIDWestern degree and its impact on career expectations 
 
In her high school GD\VDVVKRZQLQWKHFDVHDERYH7LDQWRRNIRUJUDQWHGWKDW³DQ
RYHUVHDVGHJUHHKDGPRUHYDOXHWKDQD&KLQHVHGHJUHH´,WZDVLQWKH¶VDQGPDQ\
people in China at that time, and around a decade following it, also believed in the 









arrived 7 years previously). 
 
³0\0XP is from Shanghai, Shanghai people generally thought study 
abroad would gild one with a layer of gold. She was supportive of me 
studying abroad«,DOVRWKought that DQRYHUVHDVGHJUHHZRXOGKHOS´
(Meilin, female, 37, accountant, arrived 13 years previously). 
 
The higher social status associated with study abroad clearly acted as an important 
motivator. The high social status was partly to do with the high-status jobs returnees 
were able to get when overseas degree holders were rare in China. However, as the 
UHWXUQHG JUDGXDWHV LQFUHDVHG LQ &KLQD¶V MRE PDUNHW WKH DGYDQWDJH RI DQ RYHUVHDV
degree became less obvious. The level of expectations of economic return or career 
prospects among more recent arrivals has clearly dropped, the emphasis of a lifestyle 






The shift from pursuing ³KLJK-VWDWXV´DQG³HPSOR\PHQWDGYDQWDJH´ to the emphasis on 
³RYHUVHDV H[SHULHQFH´ ZDV DOVR IRXQG LQ WKH LQWHUYLHZ ZLWK Yizi¶V IHPDOH 
advertising manager, arrived 5 years previously) mother (55, teacher). 
 
5HVHDUFKHU³:K\GLG\RXVXSSRUW\RXUGDXJKWHU¶VVWXG\LQJDEURDG"´       
<L]L¶VPRWKHU³I believe the younger generation is globalised. China is not the 
world. I think she should have a look outside, to experience life 
>RYHUVHDV@,GLGQ¶WWKLQNWRRPXFK%XWLWZDVQHYHUDERXWWKHJORU\RI
being DQRYHUVHDVUHWXUQHH´ 
5HVHDUFKHU³Was there anything to do with the possible advantage of a British 






opportunity and status in China; however, she clearly wanted to distinguish her 
PRWLYDWLRQIURPWKHVH³SRSXODU´UHDVRQVIRURYHUVHDVHGXFDWLRQ.  
 
In her interviews with university students in Beijing who wanted to study abroad from 
2008 to 2010, Anni Kajanus discovered a sense of ³ambiguity´ that her participants 
had towards the more concrete benefits (higher income and better career 
opportunities) overseas education might bring. Instead, studying abroad was viewed 
DV D ³FRVPRSROLWDQ SURMHFW´. SRPH VWXGHQWV DQG SDUHQWV VDZ ³FRVPRSROLWDQ
FRPSHWHQFH´ to be derived IURP WKH ³SURMHFW´ LQ XWLOLWDULDQ WHUPV, while some cared 
more about its intrinsic value (Kajanus, 2015:9-10).  
 
,QWKLVVWXG\WKH\RXQJHUUHVSRQGHQWV¶PRWLYes for studying abroad shared similarities 
ZLWKWKH³FRVPRSROLWDQSURMHFW´WKDWinsSLUHG.DMDQXV¶V%HLMLQJFRKRUWAs the number of 
returnees increased, a Western degree alone becomes less competitive in a job 
market where demand for skills and talent becomes more diverse. It is less 
straightforward to convert cultural capital acquired overseas into economic capital in 
&KLQDZLWKRXWRWKHUIRUPVRI³FRVPRSROLWDQFRPSHWHQFH´Therefore, the UHVSRQGHQWV¶
HPSKDVLVRQ ³RYHUVHDVH[SHULHQFH´ is, to some extent, a response to the changing 
demands in the Chinese job market.   
 
7KH³GHYDOXDWLRQ´RI Western degrees in China not only changed the career aspiration 
RI WKH PRUH UHFHQW DUULYDOV LW DUJXDEO\ OHG WR WKH H[WHQVLRQ RI WKH HDUOLHU DUULYDOV¶
migration plan in the UK. In response to the possible difficulty of looking for a (good) 
job in China with only an overseas degree, respondents commonly expected that a 
certain length of job experience in the UK would give them a greater advantage over 




However, as migrants decided to extend their stay in the host country for career 
opportunities, their adjustment to a British lifestyle was also a key factor in their 
deliberations. As individuals spent more time in the host society, with increased social 
connections established, and becaPHPRUHXVHGWRWKHKRVWFRXQWU\¶s living standard 
DQGFXOWXUHPDQ\UHVSRQGHQWVIRXQGLWPRUHDQGPRUHGLIILFXOWWROHDYHWKHLU³FRPIRUW
]RQH´LQWKH8.DQGJREDFNWR&KLQD7KXVWKHRULJLQDOFDUHHUDVSLrations (to delay 
return) were replaced by a lifestyle choice (to further extension; to remain).    
 
This kind of migration plan extension in order to advance education/career benefit was 
more likely to be found among the respondents who came as undergraduates or A 
Level students, partly because they were more likely to find a job in the UK than the 
MasWHU¶VVWXGHQWVZKRVSHQWRQO\D\HDUKHUH 
 
Ying (female, 29, account assistant, arrived 13 years previously) arrived in the UK at 
the age of 16 as an A Level student. Her migration decision pattern can be 
summarised by the temporary extensions made at each step of her education which 
eventually led to permanent residency: 
 
³,GLGQ¶WSODQlong-term,MXVWWKRXJKW,¶GFRPSOHWHDQXQGHUJUDGXDWHGHJUHH
KHUH$IWHU WKDW , VWDUWHG WRZDQWD0DVWHU¶VGHJUHH:KHQ , ILQLVKHGP\
0DVWHU¶V GHJUHH LW [an overseas degree] seemed ordinary in China, so I 
WKRXJKW ,¶G JHW VRPH ZRUN H[SHULHQFH EHIRUH JRLQJ EDFN $IWHU , VWDUWHG
ZRUNLQJ,IHOWWKHLQFRPHOHYHOLVPXFKKLJKHUKHUHVR«´ 
 
Compared to the smooth career success and the psychological impact of the financial 
security of Ying, Ran (male, 27, software engineer, arrived 7 years previously) was 
DZDUH RI WKH PLJUDWLRQ H[WHQVLRQ¶V GRXEOH LPSDFW RQ KLV IXWXUH PRELOLW\ 5DQ ZDV
career-RULHQWHGDQGGHVFULEHGKLPVHOIDV³YHU\ OXFN\´ in being offered a high quality 
job in London after completing his 0DVWHU¶Vdegree. In the third year of his job, Ran 




³:KHQ,MXVWVWDUWHGZRUNLQJ,WKRXJKW,¶GUHWXUQ[to China] after 2 years. In 
fact the longer I live here, the more I am used to life here, the easier it will 
be for me to continue staying here, and the more difficult it will be for me to 
leave. I keep saying to myself that I won't stay here forever, but deep in my 
KHDUW,DPDZDUHRIWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIUHPDLQLQJZKHUH,DP« but I know my 
thoughts may change, just like my circumstances change. The main point is 
not about what I will have to give up in the UK, it is about what kind of 
beginning I will have in China. How can you find a job in China that will 
promise you the same living standard like you have now in the UK?...I don't 
NQRZ,W¶VKDUGWRWHOO´ 
 
5DQ¶VVWUXJJOHVKRZHGDQDZDUHQHVVRIWKHFKDQJLQJQDWXUHRI living the reality of the 
migration decision; it also represents the combined impact of the labour market in both 
WKHKRVWFRXQWU\DQGKRPHFRXQWU\RQDPLJUDQW¶VFDUHHUSDWK7KHGHVLUHWRJDLQZRUN
experience in the UK in order to be better equipped in China was common among 
earlier migrants and more recent migrants. Those who successfully found a job after 
graduation tended to be the better-qualified and more career-motivated ones.  
 
Unlike the widespread problem of under-employment found among mainland Chinese 
migrants elsewhere (Teo, 2007, Gao, 2006), the majority of the respondents who 
remained to work had a professional job and income which matched their 
qualifications$OWKRXJKDPLQRULW\RI0DVWHU¶VGHJUHHKROGHUVKDGDVDODU\EHORZN
none was found doing physical labour or low-skill jobs, as reported in the 
aforementioned research. This professional profile may be the result of several factors: 
the prioritizing of the professional experience of the job for individual job-seekers; the 
limited middle and lower-middle range jobs available to foreigners in the UK; the rising 





The factors to do with work experience at a professional level, and the restrictive 
access in middle-range jobs for foreigners acted as micro-level and macro-level filters 
that limited the job choices largely to professional opportunities offered by established 
companies. The growing Chinese economy contributed to a wider job availability in the 
Chinese job market than in the UK. In addition to the benefits of parental social 
networks at home, working in China became a relatively easy (but not necessarily 
more desirable) alternative than to find a job in the UK. Therefore, the career 
aspirations of this group of highly-qualified graduates was influenced by personal, 
parental and institutional factors from a transnational field. Meanwhile, the on-going 
intra-SHUVRQDOQHJRWLDWLRQRIOLIHVW\OHFKRLFHVDOVRVKDSHGWKHLQGLYLGXDO¶VUHVSRQVHWR
the pressures or opportunities in the transnational career field.   
 
4.3 The changing parental involvement in migration decision making 
 
7KLVFRKRUW¶VPLJUation pattern typically involved the child leaving home to go abroad 
for education, career or marriage while the parents remained in China. At no point in 
the initial stage of decision making was it mentioned that the parents were to travel 
with the child, even among the respondents who came as teenage A Level students. 
7KLV IHDWXUH GLVWLQJXLVKHV WKH FRKRUW IURP WKH ³DVWURQDXW IDPLO\´ FRPPRQO\ IRXQG
among Chinese and Korean transnational families as mentioned earlier (see Chapter 
1) )XUWKHUPRUH WKLV FRKRUW¶V KRXVHKROG PLJUDWLRQ GHFLVLRQ-making process is also 
distinct from WKHPLGGOHFODVV+RQJ.RQJIDPLO\¶V³WUDQVQDWLRQDOIDPLO\VWUDWHJ\´found 
by Johanna Waters, ZKHUHWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VVWXG\DEURDGLQ&DQDGDZDVthe objective 
of the household migration (Waters, 2006, 2005).  
 
Therefore, at the point of going abroad, the majority of the respondents in the present 
cohort and their parents saw it as a temporary separation period. The subsequent 
extension of the migration plan, as shown in the previous section, was the outcome of 
the interaction between complex human agents and external factors. Parents are not a 




settlement may also change. How do parents resSRQGWRWKHLUFKLOG¶VPLJUDWLRQ and to 
ZKDW H[WHQW KDYH SDUHQWV FRQWULEXWHG WR WKH VKDSLQJ RI WKH PLJUDQWV¶ PRELOLW\
trajectory? 
 
The rest of the section will examine the parental involvement at the start of migration 
(decision to study abroad), the changes of parental involvement over time, and how 
gender-related issues shaped aspects of the parent-child interaction.  
 
4.3.1 Parental involvement in the decision to go abroad 
 
Parental involvement has beHQ VWURQJ LQ PLJUDQWV¶ GHFLVLRQ making at the stage of 
leaving China. The one-child respondents reported significantly greater parental 
support than non one-child migrants (Table 7). More than half of the one-child 
respondents had their migration plan initiated by their parents, while parental initiatives 
about going abroad were absent among the non one-child respondents. Although the 
sample is small (especially for the non one-child participants), the contrast in the 
narratives between these two cohorts cannot be overlooked. This contrast is arguably 
a continuation of the difference in parenting style found in the up-bringing of the 
respondents (One-child respondents tended to report more overtly involved parenting 
than non one-child respondents, see Chapter 3). 
 
Table 7: Parental involvement in the study-abroad decision* 
Parental involvement in the 
decision to go abroad 
non 
one-child  one-child 
initiated by parents 0 10 
ambiguous decision process 0 6 
initiated by child and supported by 
both parents 2 9 
initiated by child but opposed by 
at least one parent 3 2 
*1 non one-FKLOG¶VPLJUDWLRQZDVHQWLUHO\SODQQHGE\WKHROGHUVLEOLQJWKXVit is not included in 
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the Table.  
 
In the decision about studying abroad, the limited initiative from parents with two 
children may be the result of financial pressure to fund two children as well as the 
largely rural origin of non one-FKLOG IDPLOLHV WKDW OLPLWHG SDUHQWV¶ H[SRVXUH WR
knowledge and promotions about study abroad. For example, Feng (female, 34, has a 
younger brother) came from a rural background and joined a TNE programme. Her 
father hesitated at the beginning of the programme although the family could afford 
)HQJ¶V VWXG\ DEURDG ³P\ 'DG¶V EXsiness was going down at that time, he was 
concerned about money. He thought if I studied abroad, he must prepare for my 
EURWKHU¶VVWXG\DEURDG´  
 
The emphasis on equal opportunity for both children also created obstacles for the 
\RXQJHU FKLOG¶V VWXG\ DEURDG *DRPHL¶V IHPDOH  KDV DQ ROGHU EURWKHU ZLVK WR
VWXG\DEURDGZDVRSSRVHGE\KHUROGHUEURWKHU³EHFDXVHKHWKRXJKWKHGLGQ¶WVWXG\
DEURDG ZK\ VKRXOG ,"´ This kind of strict balancing of resources and emotional 
commitment towards both children does not apply in one-child families; such 
FLUFXPVWDQFHVPDGHWKHSDUHQWV¶LQLWLDWLRQRIVWXG\DEURDGPRUHVWUDLJKWIRUZDUG  
 
However, the two-FKLOGUHQ SDUHQWV¶ UHODWLYHO\ SDVVLYH UROH LQ the study abroad 
decision-making process was not always the result of limited resources for both 
children. Instead of being a competitor of parental resource to study abroad, (older) 
siblings could also be a supporter of their younger siblings. Thus a VLEOLQJ¶VUROHcould 
mediate WKHOHYHODQGQDWXUHRISDUHQWV¶LQIOXHQFHRYHr the decision to go abroad. One 
odd case that was not included in Table 7 is an extreme example of an older sibling 
performing the role of parent to the younger sibling. Qiaolin (female, 36, who had an 
older sister) H[SHULHQFHGKHUSDUHQW¶VGLYRUFHDQG WKe loss of her brother when she 
ZDVD\RXQJJLUO4LDROLQ¶VVLVWHUZKRZDV\HDUVROGHUEHFDPH4LDROLQ¶V main carer 




financial needs (see Chapter 5 for the continuing family support after education). 
Although such heavy financial support between siblings is rare, it was not unusual to 
find siblings who had supportive or indifferent attitudes WRZDUGVWKHRWKHUFKLOG¶VVWXG\
abroad.   
 
Without siblings¶ LQSXW LQ WKHGHFLVLRQ-making process concerning the migration, the 
parent-child interactions were found to be a more intense two-way process (see Table 
7). At one end of the spectrum, parents were the dominant decision maker in sending 
WKHLU FKLOG WR VWXG\ DEURDG DW WKH RWKHU HQG RI WKH VSHFWUXP WKH SDUHQWV¶ RSLQLRQ
conflicted ZLWKWKHLUFKLOG¶VPLJUDWLRQDVSLUDWLRQs. (The cases where parents opposed 
WKHFKLOG¶V LQLWLDWLYH will be analysed in 4.3.3 as they showed a distinctive gendered 
dimension.) 7KHVPDOOQXPEHURIFDVHVZKHUHSDUHQWVZHUHDJDLQVW WKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶V
going abroad resulted in the compromise made by parents (hence the respondents 
being in the UK).  
   
As is shown in Table 7, the maMRULW\RISDUHQWVIXOO\VXSSRUWHGWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VJRLQJ
abroad (in most cases study abroad). Acting as the financial resource provider for their 
FKLOGUHQ¶V RYHUVHDV VWXG\23 was the most direct and common way for parents to 
support their child. There was a sense of taken-for-grantedness among child and 
SDUHQW UHVSRQGHQWV WKDW SDUHQWV VKRXOG SD\ IRU WKH FKLOG¶V RYHUVHDV HGXFDWLRQ24. 
Parents who were the migration initiators tended to have a higher income and a higher 
level of education. Nevertheless, parents who were relatively less affluent also funded 
WKHLUFKLOG¶VVWXG\DEURDGLQUHVSRQVHWRWKHFKLOG¶Vinitiative.  
 
In the case of the least affluent one-child family where the parents were both factory 
workers, the mother recalled the day when her daughter said that she wanted to study 
for D0DVWHU¶VGHJUHHDEURDG  
                                                             
23Among the 30 respondents who arrived as students, 27 were funded solely by parents, 1 received a 
full PhD scholarship, 2 non one-child respondents were funded jointly by their parents and sibling.  
24This notion changes among PhD course applicants who tended to turn to scholarships rather than 






just thought, if she wants to study, then I must support her education «my 
GDXJKWHUDOZD\VNQHZ,¶GVXSSRUWKHUVWXG\QRPDWWHUZKDW´  
 
The possibility of a student loan from banks or other institutions was absent from this 
FRKRUW¶VGHFLVLRQmaking. This was partly to do with the lack of an established student 
loan system in China and the lack of student loan experience among Chinese families. 
Moreover, the emphasis on education in the traditional Confucian culture has been to 
place the IDPLO\DV WKHSULPHVXSSRUWHUIRU LWVPHPEHUV¶HGXFDWLRQ%RG\FRWW, 2009, 
Fong, 2004, Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002).  
 
7KHZLOOLQJQHVVRISDUHQWVWRLQYHVWLQWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VHGXFDWLRQZDVQRWH[FOXVLYHWR
Chinese parents. Students from other East Asian countries like Japan and South 
Korea, funded by their parents, also make up a significant part of international 
students in Western universities. Although education has been perceived as important 
IRU DQ LQGLYLGXDO¶V VRFLRHFRQRPLF PRELOLW\ LQ PRVW FRXQWULHV WKH &RQIXFLDQ $VLDQ
societies place a particular emphasis on the value of education for the family. Thus, 
gaining entrance to a high statuVXQLYHUVLW\ LVQRWRQO\ WKH LQGLYLGXDO¶VDFKLHYHPHQW
but it is also a success for the family, and the failure to obtain such value would bring 
VKDPH WR WKH IDPLO\ 7KHUHIRUH WKH ³SUDctical and economic value of education, in 
conjunction with the value placed on family success, has traditionally provided a strong 
PRWLYDWLRQ IRU IDPLOLHV WR LQYHVWKHDYLO\ LQ WKHHGXFDWLRQRI WKHLUFKLOGUHQ´ &KRLDQG
Nieminen, 2013). Following this argument, parents are expected to support their 
FKLOGUHQ¶V HGXFDWLRQ DV PXFK DV WKH\ FDQ LQ RUGHU WR PHHW WKH FXOWXUDOO\ DVVLJQHG
obligations.  
 
Such cultural factors are likely to contribute to the taken-for-grantedness of the 
parental financial role found in the study abroad decision among the respondents. 
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However, it is difficult to show something which is unconsciously influencing SHRSOH¶V
decision making. Nevertheless, the absence of any parents suggesting that the child 
look for funds elsewhere, including the small number of parents who were initially 
opposed to study abroad, shows the continuity of such a culturally defined role among 
21st Century Chinese parents.  
 
Apart from financial support, and perhaps less directly, some parents positively 
contributHGWR WKHLUFKLOG¶VPLJUDWLRQPRWLYDWLRQE\SURYLGLQJDVHQVHRIVHFXULW\DQG
freedom. This kind of parental support was well-VXPPDUL]HG LQ <L]L¶V IHPDOH 
advertising manager) response to the question about why she was motivated to leave 
her high-profile job in China and come to the UK: 
 
³,W¶VGLIILFXOWWRVD\«,KDYHQ¶WUHDOO\WKRXJKWDERXWLW7RVRPHH[WHQWLWZDV
because of my family, my parents had given me a great sense of security. 
That is to say, even if I have failed, I can always go back home, they are 
DOZD\VWKHUHIRUPH´ 
 
However, it cannot be said that parents and children in these families explicitly 
negotiated the decision to study abroad; rather, the negotiation process was 
embedded in daily communication, and sometimes throughout the cKLOG¶VXS-bringing. 
Respondents from these families GHVFULEHGDQ³DPELJXRXVGHFLVLRQSURFHVV´ZKHUH
they could not recall any specific points of ³GHFLVLRQPDNLQJ´ (see Table 7). Rather, the 
disposition to go abroad, as Shan (female, 32, post-doc researcher) said, was ³DOZD\V
WKHUH´DQGZDVDOPRVWWDNHQIRUJUDQWHG Therefore, for potential international students 
like Shan (and her parents), study abroad was a natural outcome in her life. Whereas 
in families where parents initiated the process, study abroad was more of a 
life-changing event for the child. Likewise, in families where the child initiated the 
study-abroad idea, parents were under pressure to respond to the new proposition. As 
a result, some one-child families were better prepared for the long-distance separation 




It is perhaps not surprising to find that respondents from WKH³EHWWHUSUHSDUHG´IDPLOLHV 
weUH DOVR PRUH OLNHO\ WR KDYH UHSRUWHG DQ ³HJDOLWDULDQ SDUHQWLQJ´ H[SHULHQFH LQ
childhood (see Chapter 3). However, it is worth notLQJ WKDWKDOIRI WKH ³DXWKRULWDULDQ
VW\OH´ SDUHQWV ZHUH DOVR OLEHUDO DQG VXSSRUWLYH WRZDUGV WKHLU FKLOG¶V ZLVK WR VWXG\
abroad.  
 
The tendency towards a more egalitarian parent-child relationship in the study-abroad 
decision-making process found in this study is in sharp contrast to the findings of a 
mixed-method (questionnaire and interview) research conducted among mainland 
Chinese students studying in universities in Hong Kong. Peter Bodycott and Ada Lai¶V
research (2012) showed an overwhelmingly parent-dominated decision-making 
process and a frustrated student demographic who were pressurized into doing an 
XQGHUJUDGXDWH GHJUHH LQ +RQJ .RQJ 7KH DXWKRUV IRXQG WKDW ³ UHSRUWHG DQG
described parents using strategies ranging from gentle cajoling to heavy-handed 
FRHUFLYH DSSURDFKHV GXULQJ IDPLO\ GLVFXVVLRQV´ (Bodycott and Lai, 2012:262). The 
parent-FKLOG UHODWLRQVKLS LQ WKHLU UHVHDUFK ZDV UHJDUGHG DV IROORZLQJ ³&RQIXFLDQ
FXOWXUDOUROHV´ 
 
On the one hand, we see the adolescent child, often in contradiction to his or her 
own desires, adhering to the cultural values, expectations, and choices of his or her 
parents. On the other hand, we see how parents use their culturally derived status 
and power to manipulate decisions in order to achieve what they believe is the very 
EHVW HGXFDWLRQ IRU WKHLU FKLOG DQG LQ VR GRLQJ HQVXUH WKHLU RZQ DQG WKHLU IDPLO\¶V
longer-term status and security. 
 
However, in this study, only 2 respondents reported a similar hierarchy, as quoted 
above, where their parents entirely decided and planned the study-abroad decision 
IROORZLQJWKHFKLOG¶VKLJKVFKRROFRPSOHWLRQ)XUWKHUPRUHUHVSRQGHQWVZKRFDPHWR
the UK to do a postgraduate degree course reported that they had rejected their 
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parents¶DGYLFH to do an undergraduate degree course overseas as they felt they were 
not ready to go abroad back then. Finally, among the 2 cases where parents opposed 
WKHLU RQO\ FKLOGUHQ¶V ZLVK WR VWXG\ DEURDG WKH UHVSRQGHQWV HPSKDVL]Hd WKHLU ³RQO\
FKLOGUHQ´status DVWKHUHDVRQZK\SDUHQWV³FRXOGQ¶WGRDQ\WKLQJDERXWLW´7KLVVHQVH
of entitlement and privilege among only children, which was also found in their 
up-bringing (see Chapter 3), was absent from the reportedly submissive profile of 
young Chinese students observed by Bodycott and Lai.   
  
What motivated parents to encourage their child to go abroad? The findings revealed 
reasons beyond the scope of a calculated return on an overseas education. A 
common feature found among the 6 parents respondents who initiated or actively 
VXSSRUWHG WKHLU FKLOG¶V VWudy abroad, ZDV WKH EHOLHI WKDW ³:HVWHUQ FRXQWULHV´ were 
EHWWHUDQGWKDWWKHLUFKLOG¶Vlife experiences could be broadened by studying and living 
overseas. However, what did the SDUHQWVPHDQE\ ³EHWWHU´"The parental response 
showed a variable focus, and lHYHOVRIXQGHUVWDQGLQJDERXWWKH³:HVW´  
 
³, ZHQW WR &DQDGD IRU D WUDLQLQJ FRXUVH WKH \HDU P\ GDXJKWHU HQWHUHG
university in China, so I truly felt the world outsLGHZDVGLIIHUHQW«,DOZD\V
had doubts about the higher education system in China. What I saw in 
&DQDGDFRQILUPHGP\GRXEWV«6R ,ZDQWed my daughter to have a look 
RXWVLGHWRR´<L]L¶s mother, 55, teacher). 
 
³, KDYH D JRRG IULHQGZKRZHQW WR WKH 86(YHU\ WLPH VKH YLVLWHG &KLQD
VKH¶GVD\KRZJRRGOLIHLQWKH86ZDVDQGWKDWZHVKRXOGVHQGRXUVon to 
the US. I saw her two sons who were brought up in the US, they seemed 
like decent, well-behaved boys. So I thought she was right, if I can afford my 
VRQ¶VHGXFDWLRQRYHUVHDVZK\QRW"´5DQ¶VPRWKHUEXVLQHVVZRPDQ 
³,¶YHQHYHUEHHQDEURDGEXW, GRQ¶WUDQGRPO\VXSSRUWP\VRQ¶VGHFLVLRQ,I
he wants to go abroad, it has to be a country much better than China. Better 
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technology, better policy, better economy. Maybe the US and some 
European countries are decades, even hundreds years more advanced 




These selected responses show an individualizatiRQRISDUHQWV¶XQGHUVWDQGLQJDERXW
WKH ³:HVW´ DQG WKH VRXUFHV RI WKHLU LQIRUPDWLRQ 6XFK ILQGLQJV FRQWUDGLFWed the 
ZLGHVSUHDGXQFULWLFDODFFHSWDQFHRIWKHQRWLRQWKDW:HVWHUQFRXQWULHVDUH³SDUDGLVH´ 
(Fong, 2011: 10) found among the Chinese citizens in VanHVVD)RQJ¶VUHVHDUFK)RQJ
blamed the Chinese state¶V SURSDJDQGD WKDW SRUWUD\HG :HVWHUQ FRXQWULHV DV ³WKH
LPDJLQHGFRPPXQLW\RIWKHGHYHORSHGZRUOG´, and the limited information resource her 
cohort had access to for this unrealistic assumption. In contrast, parental 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJDERXWWKH³:HVW´LQWKLVVWXG\FRQWDLQVGLIIHUHQWdegrees of rational (and 
non-rational) interpretations from a variety of information resources. Notwithstanding 
the small number of the parent sample, such a diversity of perceptions indicated the 
FRPSOH[LW\RIWKHSDUHQWDOPRWLYDWLRQLQVXSSRUWLQJFKLOGUHQ¶VVWXG\DEURDG 
 
The largely pro-migration perspective of these parents was reflected here in the 
sample recruited among children who were already in the UK; thus it does not 
represent parental attitudes more generally in China. However, what the parental 
involvement profile showed is that different levels of agreement and conflict take place 
at the start of the migration-decision process. As the migration-decision process 
developed, parental attitudes and influence were subject to negotiation and changes 
from different sources.  
 
4.3.2 The changes in parental involvement over time 
 
When Bao (female, 31, purchasing manager) finished high school in Shanghai in 2002, 





WR FRQWURO HYHU\ DVSHFW´ of her life. She came back to work in Shanghai after 
JUDGXDWLRQDQGOLYHGZLWKKHUSDUHQWV7ZR\HDUVODWHUVKHGHFLGHGWRGRD0DVWHU¶V
degree abroad because of the pressure of OLYLQJZLWKKHUSDUHQWV ³,ZDQWHG WRVWD\
abroad for a couple of years, as a ORQJKROLGD\´+HUSDUHQWVZHUHVWURQJO\DJDLQVW
%DR¶VLGHDEHFDXVHWKH\WKRXJKWVKH³VKRXOGQ¶WJLYHXSa secure life in Shanghai´EXW
VKH³LQVLVWHGIRUDORQJWLPHDQGWKH\FRXOGQ¶WGRDQ\WKLQJDERXWLW,¶PWKHLURQO\FKLOG
VRWKH\FRPSURPLVHG´)XQGed by her parents, Bao came to the UK as a postgraduate 
student and found a job as a purchaser DIWHUZDUGV,QWKHWKLUG\HDURI%DR¶VVWD\LQ
the UK her parents changed their minds and encouraged Bao to remain overseas: 
 
³%HFDXVHVRPHWKLQJKDSSHQHGLQP\Iamily, my grandparents passed away, 
the relatives turned into enemies. Also the pollution and corruption going on 
in China during the last couple of years were really bad. The situation at 




%DR¶s case showed the kinds of multi-level changes which could shape 
intergenerational negotiation. The first level is the individual pathway of the migrant (or 
potenWLDOPLJUDQW ,Q WKLVFDVH%DR¶VXQLYHUVLW\H[SHULHQFHIDUDZD\IURPKRPHDQG
her growing independence since she started working, contributed to her confidence in 
making a significant decision about her commitment to going abroad. The second level 
reveals how parental opinions changed in response to the micro-level and macro-level 
factors around them (in this case family issues and problems in Chinese society). 
Finally, intergenerational conflict (or agreement) became manifest at the 
decision-making point of the migration process. In this case Bao and her parents 




point of visa extension, Bao and her parents were of the same view about her future 
plans (to remain in the UK). 
 
&KLOGUHQ¶V PRWLYDWLRQ WR VWXG\ DEURDG FDQ EH GLUHFWO\ RU LQGLUHFWO\ LQIOXHQFHG E\
parental involvement DWHDUOLHUVWDJHVRIWKHFKLOG¶VOLIH ,Q%DR¶VH[DPSOHKHU parent¶s 
suggestion of overseas undergraduate education later became part of the reason that 
LQVSLUHG %DR¶V GHFLVLRQ WR VWXG\ DEURDG +RZHYHU VRPH SDUHQWV KDG WKH LGHD RI
sending their child abroad much earlier when the child was little, or even before birth. 
:KHQ SUHJQDQW LQ WKH V %HL\DR¶V IHPDOH  SURFHVV HQJLQHHU PRWKHU (55, 
teacher) VWDUWHGWRUHDG³VHOI-KHOSSDUHQWLQJ´PDJD]LQHVZKLFKZHUHODUJHO\EDVHGRQ
American experience: ³IURP WKRVH PDJD]LQHV , UHDOLVHG RXU FRXQWU\ ZDV
underdeveloped. So even before she was born, I thought of sending her abroad to 
KDYH D ORRN RXWVLGH´ &RQVHTXHQWO\ %HL\DR JUHZ XS XQGHU KHU PRWKHU¶V
pro-study-abroad influence. She described her route to study abroad as something 
³GHVLJQHGE\P\SDUHQWVWKH\ZDQWHGPHWRJRDEURDGWKH\SXVKHGPHRXW´ Having 
experienced a successful education and career development, Beiyao was appreciative 
ZKHQUHIHUULQJWRKHUPRWKHU¶V³SXVK´%HL\DR¶VFDVHVKRZHGKRZIDUEDFNLQWLPHWKH
VRXUFHRIDQLQGLYLGXDO¶VVWXG\-abroad aspiration can be traced. 
 
Moving forwards along the migration timeline, the three levels of decision changes 
(individual pathway, parental opinion change, and intergenerational interaction) were 
IRXQG LQ PRVW UHVSRQGHQWV¶ LQWHUDFWLRQV ZLWK SDUHQWV ZLWK UHJDUG WR post-study 
migration plans. However, the content of the changes and the level of influence of the 
FKDQJHV RQ WKH FKLOG¶s migration trajectory varied. A strong influence of parental 
involvement still existed, especially among respondents who were single.  
 
Delun (male, 21, student) had an ³RSHQGHPRFUDWLF´ relationship (see Chapter 3) with 
his parents, and they were supportive of his study abroad plans. However, Delun 
decided to return to China upon graduation in response to the demand of his parents 
that 'HOXQ ³PXVW UHWXUQ WR his home town, not any other city in China, but the city 
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ZKHUH WKH\ >SDUHQWV@ OLYH DVQHDUDVSRVVLEOH´ The near-authoritarian insistence of 
Delun¶VSDUHQWVXSRQWKHLUVRQ¶VUHWXUQ was a distinct change in their otherwise open 
and supportive attitude WRZDUGV WKHLU VRQ¶V other important decisions. Delun 
responded calmly to this demand; he believed the anxiety of his parents was triggered 
by WKHGHDWKRIWKHRQO\FKLOGRIKLVSDUHQW¶VIULHQGHe was understanding about the 
impact the incident had had on his parents and emphasized the fact that looking after 
his parents was his filial duty. Furthermore, he listed a number of advantages of living 
in his home town, such as the help of parental social connections on his career, the 
relatively cheap cost of housing and the less hectic lifestyle (compared to major cities). 
Therefore, having no strong preference about a place to settle, Delun showed no 
resentment about the insistence of his parents that he return to be near them.   
 
In sharp coQWUDVW WR 'HOXQ¶V H[SHULHQFH ZDV that of Liwen (male, 30, 
tele-communications engineer). He had a strong desire to return to China after his 
PhD but his father, who was initially supportive of WKH VRQ¶V VWXG\-abroad decision, 
persuaded Liwen to remain in tKH8.³,ILWZDVXSWRPHWRGHFLGH,¶GEHLQ&KLQDQRZ
%XW P\ 'DG GLGQ¶W ZDQW PH WR UHWXUQ EHFDXVH KH WKLQNV WKH VRFLDO HQYLURQPHQW LQ
&KLQD LV QRW JRRG IRU PH´ :KLOH the changes in the opinion of 'HOXQ¶V SDUHQWs 
appeared to be motivated by both concHUQVDERXWWKHLUVRQ¶VZHOO-being, as well as a 
³VHOILVK´ desire to have him near them, the parental perspectiveKRZHYHULQ/LZHQ¶V
case seemed entirely about wanting the best for their son. However, Liwen expressed 
a high level of frustration about obeying his parent¶s wish to remain in the UK, a place 
which KHIRXQG³ERULQJ´  
 
The cases of Bao, Delun and Liwen showed the potentially multiple changes in 
SDUHQWV¶DWWLWXGHVDQGIHHOLQJVDERXWWKHLUFKLOGUHQOLYLQJDEURDG7KHmain causes of 
parental attitude changes could be macro-level (e.g. the unfavourable Chinese social 
environment) or micro-level factors (e.g. worsening extended family relations or a 
friend¶s loss of child). Such seemingly distant factors/events in China indirectly but 





by significant life events: study abroad, graduation, starting a job, getting married and 
becoming parents. As migrants became wives, husbands, mothers and fathers, 
parental involvement tended to show a gendered dimension. The following section 
investigates the extent to which parental involvement was significant in the transfer of 
gender role expectations (through their children) from China to the host country.   
 
4.3.3 Gender and parental involvement 
 
To some extent the gender-related features of parental involvement in migration 
decision making reflected some of the gendered features found in the up-bringing of 
the one-child generation (see Chapter 3), namely a high career expectation for only 
GDXJKWHUVDQGWKHDJHIDFWRU LQGDXJKWHUV¶PDUULDJH ,Q WKHFRQWH[WRI the migration 
decision-making processWKHVHIHDWXUHVGLUHFWO\RULQGLUHFWO\IDFLOLWDWHGZRPHQ¶VJRLQJ
abroad and remaining overseas.   
 
In most cases parents shared similar views with regard to whether they were 
VXSSRUWLYHWRZDUGVWKHFKLOG¶VJRLQJDEURDGEXWFRQIOLFWVLQSDUHQWDORSLQLRQVH[LVWHG
in a small number of cases (2 one-child cases and 2 non one-child cases). These 4 
cases involved the mothers being supportive of the daughters¶ study-abroad plans 
while the fathers showed different levels of negative opinion in each case. The reason 
IRU WKH IDWKHUV¶ QHJDWLYH UHVSRQVH ZDV ODUJHO\ WR GR ZLWK WKH JHQGHU VWereotype of 
daughters and family-orientedness. Nevertheless, the 4 daughters went abroad after 
the family negotiation25. The fDWKHUV¶FRPSURPLVHRQWKHVWXG\-abroad decision did not 
necessarily mean that their gender views were not held strongly.  
 
As discussed in Chapter 3 (see section 3.2.2), the hierarchy of gendered personality 
                                                             
25
 ,QDOOFDVHVWKHIDWKHUVFRPSURPLVHGDQGSURYLGHGILQDQFLDOVXSSRUWDIWHUWKHGDXJKWHUV¶GHFLVLRQ
to go abroad.  
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still exists and some parents (unconsciously) wanted their daughter to develop the 
³VXSHULRU´PDOH-associated qualities in order to succeed in a highly competitive society. 
The mothers and fathers in these 4 cases had had very different educational and 
career backgrounds26. The negotiation between these parents further indicates the 
nuances behind the decision making of a daughter¶VVWXG\LQJDEURDG. The daughters 
in these cases went abroad not because of gender equality, but in spite of the 
persistence of gender inequality.          
 
7KHRQO\FDVHZKHUH WKHVRQ¶VJRLQJDEURDGGHFLVLRQZDV UHFHLYHGQHJDWLYHO\ZDV
reported by Chuanli (31, post-doc researcher) who came from a rural family and who 
KDGD\RXQJHUVLVWHU&KXDQOL¶VIDWKHUZDVDWHDFKHUDQGKLVPRWKHUDIDUPHU7KUHH
years prior to the interview Chuanli finished his PhD in China and was offered a 
post-doctoral position in a British university. Having been brought up with high parental 





To what extent the occupational and educational levels determined the different 
DWWLWXGHVRI&KXDQOL¶VSDUHQWVZDVQRWFOHDU his father was much more educated than 
his mother. What this case shows is the possibility that financially-independent male 
off-spring could still be faced with unsupportive parents when the child made a 
decision beyond the level of freedom that the parents were willing to give.  
 
So far the gender issue has been discussed among the cases of single respondents. 
Having a spouse adds an important aspect to the PLJUDQWV¶GHFLVLRQ-making process. 
Married women in the sample showed a shift towards prioritizing their husbands in 
WKHLUIXWXUHPLJUDWLRQSODQVRYHUWKHLUSDUHQW¶VFRQFHUQV7KHPRVW fraught re-migration 
                                                             
26
 The 4 cases included urban professional couples (mother a banker and father a medical doctor) as 




husband, a fellow Chinese student she met in the UK, wanted to re-migrate to the UK 
after 4 years of their settlement in Shanghai. Meilin had a successful career in 
Shanghai and did not want to leave. The clash between their aspirations was pushing 
the marriage to a critical level $W WKDW WLPH 0HLOLQ¶V SDUHQWV VXJJHVWHG WKDW WKHLU 
GDXJKWHU IROORZ KHU KXVEDQG ³3eople in their generation all think like that, that I 
VKRXOGQ¶WEHVHSDUDWHG IURPP\KXVEDQG«VRFLHW\ WDXJKW WKHPWKDWGLYRUFH LVQRWD
JRRGWKLQJ«P\'DGLVDYHU\WUDGLWLRQDOSHUVRQ´ Meilin left her job in Shanghai and 
MRLQHGKHUKXVEDQGLQ/RQGRQ³IRUWKHVDNHRIRXUVRQ´  
 
Similar cases where returnees re-migrateGIROORZLQJWKHLUKXVEDQGV¶FDUHHUSODQVZHUH
also reported by 2 other female respondents; parents in these 2 cases withdrew from 
the decision-making process. However, when caught between his career plans in 
/RQGRQDQGKLVZLIH¶VGHVLUH WR UHWXUQ WR&KLQD Ran (male, 27, software engineer) 
chose to follow his career advancement. At no point during the interview with Ran or 
his parents was there any indication that Ran should make any change to his career 
plans. Nevertheless, the limited number of married males in this sample (2) did not 
provide enough data for a meaningful comparison of parental involvement between 
married sons and daughters. However, the rich data from female respondents clearly 
showed a significant shift from parental to spousal considerations between single 
female respondents and married female respondents. Moreover, when single 
respondents talked about their future settlement plans, female respondents were more 
likely to take into account the possible needs of a future spouse.    
 
Obviously, a gendered career pattern can be found outside of Chinese culture. 
+RZHYHU WKH ³OHIW-RYHU´ ZRPHQ SUREOHP LV PRUH SURQRXQFHG LQ &KLQD 7KLV IDFWRU
impacted on the parental opinion when their daughter married overseas. When Bolin 
(female, 38, export manager) told her parents that she was going to re-migrate to the 





,ZDVQ¶WKDSS\DERXWLWEXWLWZDVDGLIILFXOWVLWXDWion. She was already 28, she 
would EHGLIILFXOWWRPDUU\E\,IHDUHGWKDWWRKDSSHQ´ 
 
&OHDUO\%ROLQ¶VPRWKHUZDVDJDLQVW%ROLQ¶V decision to migrate to the UK, but the fear 
WKDW%ROLQZRXOGEHFRPHD ³OHIW-RYHU´ZRPDQRYHUFDPH WKHSDUHQW¶s desire to have 
their daughter physically close. Therefore, the pressure for women to marry before 30 
LQ &KLQD LQGLUHFWO\ KHOSHG WKH UHDOL]DWLRQ RI %ROLQ¶V PLJUDWLRQ DVSLUDWLRQ WKURXJK WKH
reduced parental intervention.  
 
The gender-related issue in parental involvement to some extent reflects the traditional 
&KLQHVHIDPLO\PRGHZKHUHGDXJKWHUVZHUHWREH³PDUULHGRXW´KHUOR\DOW\WRKHUQDWDO
IDPLO\ZDVWREHVKLIWHGWRKHUKXVEDQG¶VIDPLO\$OWKRXJKWKHIHPDOHUHVSRQGHQWVLQ
the study, single or married, were far from converting to that tradition, the SDUHQWV¶
attitude was found to resemble the type of gendered role the parent generation had 
H[SHULHQFHG WKHPVHOYHV /LNHZLVH WKH &KLQHVH WUDGLWLRQ HPSKDVL]HG WKH VRQ¶V
affiliation to his natal household. Male migrants and their parents also found 




The one-FKLOG PLJUDQWV¶ GHFLVLRQ-making process at different migration stages was 
subject to a complex cluster of factors at the micro and macro level. At each level 
factors overlapped and shaped each other. The macro-level factors in the host country 
and home country also impacted on the migration trajectory through micro-level 
factors. This dynamic made it impossible to privilege or isolate any one part of the 
migration process in the description of migration decisions. For example, as has been 
shown above, it was seen that the parental involvement in the migration 
decision-making process was not a one-off matter: the process was subject to variable, 




The changing influence of parents was accompanied by the spatial changes and 
relational changes caused by migration, and the growing independence of the child. 
The analysis showed that the transnational location between parents and only children 
had a different effect on the intensity of family connection, and any conflict in the 
decision-making process depended on the childhood parenting style, gender, and 
FKLOGUHQ¶s marital status.  
 
+RZHYHUSDUHQWDOLQYROYHPHQWLQWKHLUPLJUDQWFKLOG¶s overseas life went beyond their 
advice and exhortations in crucial decision-making points. Apart from funding 
overseas education, parents continued to provide financial and emotional support for 
their children. The next chapter investigates the financial and the care transfers from 
the older to the younger generation.   
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Chapter 5. Intergenerational transfer in transnational one-child families 
 
The previous two chapters revealed the one-child mLJUDQWV¶ OLIHSDWKs from their 
up-bringing in China to their arrival in the UK as students, and their transition from 
student to professional PLJUDQWV 7KLV FKDSWHU IRFXVHV RQ ³WKH SUHVHQW´, in 
particular, the current support dynamic between migrants and their parents in 
China. As the PLJUDQWV¶MRXUQH\FRQWLQXHd to unfold in the UK, the parents¶UROHs 
were changeable as the two generations led their separate lives as part of a 
transnational family. However, what was consistent before, during and after the 
cKLOG¶V PLJUDWLRQ ZDV WKH UHVRXUFH WUDQVIHU IURP WKH ROGHU WR WKH \RXQJHU
generation.  
   
The matter of money was briefly mentioned when discussing parental support in 
the study-abroad decision process. Parents were the main financial providers for 
the studHQWV¶RYHUVHDVHGXFDWLRQ27. However, following the completion of degrees, 
parental support typically became more complex and ambiguous. When the 
one-child migrants left university, new challenges emerged, such as securing a job, 
becoming a property-owner, and establishing their own family. Substantial 
post-education financial support from parents was reported by the majority of 
one-child migrants in the sample. The support included informal subsidies and 
help with buying a property. Furthermore, all the migrants who had children 
benefited from their parents, who came to the UK to provide childcare. 
 
&KLQHVHVWXGHQWV¶ financial contribution to British higher education as well as to 
related industries (e.g. accommodation, tourism, catering) has been highlighted 
(Universities UK 2013, Nania and Green, 2004). However, the post-education 
                                                             
27
 Apart from two women who came to work and one man who came to study on a funded PhD 
course, the rest of the 27 one-child sample came to the UK to study on a self-funded basis. The 
courses ranged from pre-A LHYHOODQJXDJHVFKRROVWRD0DVWHU¶VGHJUHHFRXUVH7KHLQLWLDOWXLWLRQ
fees of the self-funded students came from parental savings. In most cases parents also supported 
full living costs while their child studied full time. Only three respondents reported having done 
part-time jobs during their studies; the part-time jobs were not essential; their parents had provided 
cost of living funds. 
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PLJUDQWV¶ FRQWLQXLQJ FRQWULEXWLRQ WR WKH 8.¶V HFRQRP\ EDFNHG XS E\ WKH
continuing support from their parents, has been overlooked. Unlike most previous 
Chinese migrants who sent remittances home, this study showed not only a 
reverse direction of international money flow, but also the large amount of the 
(continuing) financial and resource transfer from the older to the younger 
generation. What were the financial arrangements between members in the 
one-child transnational families, and how were these arrangements made? This 
chapter continues in three parts: the first part elaborates on the monetary transfer 
between parents and children; WKHVHFRQGSDUWORRNVDWWKH³IO\LQJJUDQGSDUHQWV´
who travelled between China and the UK to provide childcare support; the third 
part analyses the attitude and justification of such intergenerational transfers, from 




Much of the research concerning money flow in migration has been largely about 
the financial support from migrants (in developed countries) to their family 
members at home (in developing countries)28. Based on this focus, Levitt and 
Sørensen (2004) categorized three types of migration experience: those who 
actually migrated, those who stayed behind but received support from migrants, 
and those who did not migrate and had no support from outside. Jørgen Carling 
(2008) has suggested that the second type misleadingly described the role of 
³WKRVHZKRVWD\ EHKLQG´DVDSDVVLYH UHFHSWLRQ; rather, he proposed to name it 
³QRQ-PLJUDQWVZKRDUHHQJDJHGLQWUDQVQDWLRQDOSUDFWLFHV´WRKLJKOLJKWWKHVRFLDO
interaction between migrants and non-migrants.  
 
However, the financial flow from people who ³stayed behind´ to migrants has been 
                                                             
28
 The remittances were found to be sent from adult migrant children to their parents and spouse at 
home. For example, the previous Hong Kong migrants in the UK (Benton and Gomez, 2011, 
Watson, 1977); or from migrant parents to their children at home, for example, from Filipino 
mothers working in Europe to their young adult children (Parreñas, 2001).  
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overlooked. The direction of money flow from sending country to the host country 
is not new, evidence has been largely recorded in education-related migration. For 
H[DPSOH WKH &KLQHVH ³DVWURQDXW IDPLOLHV´ DQG .RUHDQ ³.LURJL ZLOG JHHVH
IDPLOLHV´WHQGWRRSHUDWHLQDPRGHOZKHUHWKHIDWKHUV¶ZRUNin the home country is 
HVVHQWLDO LQVXSSRUWLQJ WKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VHGXFDWLRQDQGZLYHV¶PDLQWHQDQFH LQ WKH
host country (Waters, 2012, Kim, 2010). However, the family financial flow, in 
these families, after the children grew up and the parents retired from their work, 
was seldom discussed. The one-child transnational families in this study showed a 
curious feature: parental financial support continued in spite of the fact that most 
post-education migrant children had a professional salary. Financial support here 
refers to direct money-giving at an informal level and family wealth transfer at a 
more significant level (i.e. parental contribution in buying a property in the UK). 
The next two sections will elaborate on the two forms of intergenerational financial 




Apart from the 5 one-child migrants who were full-time students and the 1 
respondent who did not wish to reveal her income, the 21 one-child migrants who 
had a job had various levels of income (see Table 8). Among the working migrants, 
20 respondents were working in full-time jobs, 2 mothers opted for working part 









number of one-child 
migrants 
6 (2 part-time) 8 7 
(See Appendix 2 IRUWKHGHWDLOVRIHDFKUHVSRQGHQW¶VMREDQGLQFRPHOHYHO.) 
 
,QWKHJURVVLQFRPHUHTXLUHGIRUUHDFKLQJDQ³DFFHStable minimum standard 
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RIOLYLQJ´LQWKHUK was £17K for a single person, and £20K each for couples with 
2 children (Davis et al, 2014). The majority of the sample exceeded the required 
income level, whereas a small number of the respondents who had a lower 
income struggled. However, when talking about their finances none of the 
respondents reported any difficulty in making ends meet, nor did they express 
anxiety about their current or future financial situation. Evidence from 
lower-income migrants revealed an affluent purchasing capacity including owning 
a house and annual holidays to China and European resorts. Although married 
migrants were believed to have benefited IURPWKHLUVSRXVHV¶LQFRPHWRDFHUWDLQ
extent, the most commonly reported (potential) source of extra financial support of 
one-child migrants was from parents. 
 
The majority of the working one-child migrants expressed their confidence about 
SDUHQWDO³ILQDQFLDOEDFN-XS´)RUH[DPSOHZKHQDVNHGDERXWZKHWKHUKHUSDUHQWV
would fund her PhD course if she failed to secure a scholarship, Tian (female, 31, 
higher-income) said they ZRXOG ³7KH\ ZRXOG ERUURZ PRQH\ IURP UHODWLYHV LI
QHFHVVDU\´6LPLODUUHVSRQVHVDOVRVKRZHGWKDWRQH-child migrants believed their 
parents would be willing to help financially, and that parents would be prepared to 
give full VXSSRUW³,I,DVN>IRUPRQH\@P\SDUHQWVZLOOGHILQLWHO\JLYHDOOWKH\FDQ´ 
(Zhimin, male, 31, lower-LQFRPH³,WIHHOVOLNHWKH\KDYHPRQH\SUHSDUHGIRUPH
ZKHQHYHU,DVNWKH\DUHUHDG\WRJLYH´-LD\LIHPDOHPLGGOH-income). In all 3 
cases the financial transfer did not actually take place; Tian was granted a 
scholarship for her PhD course; Zhimin had savings from doing part-time jobs, 
and Jiayi was able to manage her household finances with her fully-employed 
husband. Nevertheless, LQDOOFDVHV WKHFKLOGKDGFRQILGHQFH LQ WKHLUSDUHQWV¶
capacity and willingness to fund their financial needs, a similar belief was common 
among the sample. 
 
7KH ³ILQDQFLDO VDIHW\ QHW´ DFWHG DV DQ LQVXUDQFH EHWZHHQ SDUHQWV DQG FKLOG
migrants. The actual financial transfer did not necessarily occur frequently; only a 
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minority of the sample reported having asked for money. Sending subsidies to 
children in the UK was informal; the amount of money, the time of the need, or the 
condition of spending were not established. These elements usually remained 
XQNQRZQXQWLOWKHFKLOG¶VVSHFLILFILQDQFLDOQHHGVDURVH7KHDUHDVRIWKHUHSRUWHG
extra spending included paying for a wedding, paying for a flight ticket to China, 
buying new furniture and helping with maintenance when the child was living on 
an unstable income. 
 
7KH³ILQDQFLDOVDIHW\QHW´ played perhaps a greater role as a psychological comfort 
rather than an immediate funding source to meet practical needs; this comfort 
helped to explain why little financial anxiety was felt even among the lower-income 
migrants. Examples of money-giving in everyday life was reported on a small 
scale, among which the subsidy-recipients were found among low, middle and 
higher-income groups. Gender did not make a significant difference in this kind of 
intergenerational transfer. Although more affluent parents tended to give more 
money to their child, less affluent parents were also found contributing to their 
FKLOG¶V GDLO\ H[SHQVH 7KH PRQH\-giving pattern did not entirely depend on the 
income of the children or the parent, nor was it to fill a gap in a crisis or for basic 
needs. This pattern suggested a normative rather than a pragmatic basis in 
money-giving among middle class families. However, the next section shows a 
more substantial type of financial transfer.  
 
5.1.2 Property purchasing in the UK and parental involvement 
 
The majority of the sample did not have British citizenship. Certain restrictions 
were applied to non-EU citizens in the mortgage market in the UK. Restrictions 
vary slightly with different lenders, but the general rules are clear: the migrant 
must have lived in the UK for more than 2 years to build up a traceable credit 
history; he/she must have a permanent resident permit or a work visa, and have a 
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permanent job29. In spite of being restricted by such requirements (5 respondents 
were students), 17 out of the 22 eligible migrants either had a property or were 
planning to buy a property in the near future, as shown in Table 9. The majority of 
the property owners and potential property owners were located in the more 
expensive regions of England (10 out of the 17 properties were in London or near 
London). Furthermore, the fact that 4 property owners had bought, or were 
planning to buy, a second property also indicated a high purchasing capacity 
among the one-child property buyers. 
 
Table 9: Property ownership among 27 one-child migrants 







no plan to buy 
5 3 5 4 10  
(inc 5 students) 
total: 13 total: 14 
 
The respondents who bought their property either outright or by getting a 
mortgage made their purchases between 2009 and 2014, which was also the 
period when most British people had difficulty buying a property as a result of the 
2008 financial crisis. On average these respondents became property owners 
after having worked for 3 years (from less than a year and up to 7 years). While 
the average savings period for a single English young person to get a mortgage 
was predicted to be 14 years (12 years for young couples with children) in 2013 
(Shelter, 2013), these young Chinese migrants clearly had had a much shorter 
transition period from graduation to property-ownership capacity.  
 
The above features indicaWHGWKLVVDPSOH¶VXSZDUGPRELOLW\RQWKHKRVWFRXQWU\¶V
property ladder. However, they do not tell the stories behind such a 
                                                             
29
 There is no governmental resource which provides clear mortgage restrictions on foreign 
nationals; the information used here is compiled based on data provided by private mortgage 
companies in the UK. e.g. G Force Mortgages UK Ltd: 
http://www.gforcemortgages.co.uk/ForeignNationalMortgages#citizen Accessed 2 March 2016. 
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property-owning profile. The length of stay in the UK and being married had a 
positive impact on the PLJUDQWV¶GHFLVLRQWREX\DSUoperty. Why did the one-child 
migrants buy property in the UK so relatively soon? How could they afford it? If 
parents helped, then what were their family financing arrangements? Apart from 1 
respondent who got a mortgage independently, the rest of the property owners 
(including the married ones who bought a property with their spouse after their 
marriage) and those who planned to buy a property at the time of interview, all 
respondents mentioned forms of parental assistance.   
 
This finding echoes a study by Guiqi Tomba (2004) where he found relatively 
low-income young couples living in a wealthy neighbourhood of Beijing. These 
\RXQJ FRXSOHV ZHUH DEOH WR EHQHILW IURP WKHLU SDUHQWV¶ various resources 
(accumulated during the 1990s) to secure upward mobility during the transition in 
&KLQD¶VKRXVLQJPDUNHW0LGGOHFODVVIDPLOLHVLQ7RPED¶VVWXG\IRUPHGDSDUDOOHO
situation to the one-child families in this study; the difference is that in the latter 
case the parental resources PDGHDQ LPSDFWRQ WKHLUFKLOG¶VPREility outside of 
China.  
 
Of course SDUHQWDO KHOS LQ FKLOGUHQ¶V SURSHUW\ SXUFKDVLQJ LV QRW OLPLWHG WR WKH
&KLQHVH 7KH QRWLRQ RI WKH ³EDQN RI PXP DQG GDG´ +RVNLQJ  LV QRW
unfamiliar to British first-time buyers, especially after the 2008 financial crisis. In 
2009 around 85% of first-time buyers under 30 had to turn to their parents for help 
to pay for a deposit (compared to 8% in 1997) (Kuvshinov, 2011). However, 
according to an HSBC survey on the British first-time buyers in 2012, more than 
half of the families who provided financial aid to their first-time buying offsprings 
expected to be repaid; the majority charged an interest rate of 2.1-2.5% (HSBC, 
2012). 
 
The parental financial help the one-child migrant respondents received for 
property purchasing was not offered as a loan: it was an outright gift. The most 
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common way for parents to contribute was to pay for the deposit (or part of it if the 
FKLOG¶VVSRXVHDOVRFRQWULEXWHGDQGOHDYHWKHFKLOGWRSD\WKHPRUWJDJH7KHRQO\
respondent who mentiRQHGD ³OHQG-ERUURZ´ UHODWLRQVKLSZDV=KLSLQ IHPDOH
middle-income, London). The financial arrangement between Zhipin and her 
parents was slightly different from the others:  
 
=KLSLQ³0\KXVEDQGDQG,KDGHQRXJKVDYLQJVWRSD\IRUWKHGHSRVLW we 








In the later part of the interview, Zhipin revealed that her father had started a small 
business in China; he hoped to help her pay the mortgage so that she ZRXOG³have 
PRUHIUHHGRPLQOLIH´=KLSLQ¶VDFFRXQW, in which she described her parent¶s help 
DVD³ORDQ´, but then said that full repayment was not really expected aQG³PRUH
KHOS´ IURPKHU IDWKHUwaV ³RQ WKHZD\´, may appear contradictory, but it is not. 
Some parents and children may feel more comfortable with the ritual of children 
DVNLQJIRUDµORDQ¶HYHQLIQHLWKHUVLGHUHDOO\H[SHFWVWRKDYHWRUHSD\LWLQIXOO. A 
similar scenario ZDVKLJKOLJKWHGLQ$QQL.DMDQXV¶Uesearch (2015) about Chinese 
students in Europe. She found that it was common for students to talk about 
repaying parents the money spent on their overseas education, but these words 
were not likely to be realised: neither parents nor children really expected such a 
repayment.  
 





.DMDQXV¶FRKRUW WKLVVWXG\¶VSDUWLFLSDQWV were, on average, older and had more 
income. Most parental financial support in this case was DLPHGDWWKH³EHWWHUPHQW´
RIWKHFKLOG¶VPDWHULDOOLIHLQWKH8.PDNLQJWKHPLJUDQWFKLOGUHQQRWMXVW³VXUYLYLQJ´
in what Vanessa Fong referred to as a ³ILUVW ZRUOG´FRXQWU\EXW OLYLQJD ³PLGGOH
FODVV´ OLIH DFFRUGLQJ WR WKH ³ILUVW ZRUOG´ PDWHULDO VWDQGDUG 7KLV DWWLWXGH FDQ EH
found in the choice of housing and method of payment, which are elaborated 
below.  
 
Although the majority of property purchasing could not have happened (or have 
happened so soon) without parental help, not all the respondents needed their 
SDUHQWV¶ money to buy a property. Some respondents could afford a relatively 
modest property, but wanted a more expensive one. In this kind of situation 
parental help played the role of upgrading the property for the child. These cases 
occurred among married respondents whose spouses also contributed to the 
SXUFKDVH6KDQ¶VKLJKHU-income) parents helped her and her husband to buy 
a small house in London in 2009: 
 
³%DFN WKHQ P\ KXVEDQG DQG , FRXOG DIIRUG D FKHDS KRXVH EXW LI P\
parents helped with the majority of the deposit, then we could afford a 
better house. They were happy to do that. In this way, we paid less for the 
mortgage each month, we had a better living environment, and when my 
parents came to visit us, they also lived in a more comfortable SODFH´ 
 
Three years later Shan had a son and as he grew up Shan and her husband 
decided, in 2014, to sell the house and buy a bigger one: 
 
³:HERXJKWDQHZKRXVHUHFHQWO\7KLVWLPHP\SDUHQWVDOVRKHOSHG,W¶V
the same principle as last time. We could afford an ordinary house, but my 





In another case, Jiayi (36, middle-income, Somerset) and her husband both 
worked full time in the UK for 7 years to save for a house. When they bought their 
KRXVHLQ-LD\L¶VSDUHQWVPDGHDFRQWULEXWLRQ5DWKHUWKDQ³XSJUDGLQJ´WRD
PRUH GHVLUDEOH KRXVH OLNH 6KDQ GLG -LD\L DQG KHU KXVEDQG ³XSJUDGHG´ WKHLU




a motivation which more than fulfilled the basic housing requirements of the 
children; parents DVSLUHGWRHQKDQFHWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VOLYHVDQGVWDWXVLQWKH8.DV
well as that of their grandchildren. Similar to the way parents provided subsidies to 
a PLJUDQW¶VGDLly life, the parental contribution towards buying a property helped to 
HVWDEOLVKWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶V middle class status in the UK. 
 
Arguably parents were likely to help their only child with house purchasing 
regardless of the location of the child (in China or overseas) (see Wang, 2010, 
Tomba, 2004). This study shows a high level of transnational capital flow; it was 
essentially inspired by intra-family transfers mainly to do with the well-being of the 
younger generation. In the context of the transnational family, this capital flow led 
to the emergence of a group of affluent property buyers who had a greater upward 
mobility in the British property ladder than the average British nationals, especially 
after the British property market was negatively impacted following the 2008 
financial crisis. The outcome of the financial flow also revealed how family 







5.2 The continuing care provision from the older to the younger generation 
 
Given the relatively young age of the cohort, the 27 one-child-migrants sample 
contained only 7 respondents who had become parents. Apart from 1 mother who 
gave birth to her son in China, the rest of the parents all had their child(ren) in the 
UK. To distinguish the three generations in the analysis, the 7 one-child migrants 
KHUHDUHUHIHUUHGWRDV³RQH-FKLOGSDUHQWV´ WKHFKLOGUHQRIRQH-child parents are 
UHIHUUHGWRDV³JUDQGFKLOGUHQ´DQGWKHSDUHQWVRIRQH-child parents are referred to 
DV³JUDQGSDUHQWV´  
 
The average age of the grandchildren was 3 years old, and the majority were 
below age 4 at the time of the research in 2014 (see Table 10). In the UK 
FKLOGUHQ¶VIXOO-time schooling starts at age 5 (gov.uk, 2014). Children in England 
aged 3-4 are entitled to free early edXFDWLRQRUFKLOGFDUHDURXQG³KRXUVHDFK
ZHHNIRUZHHNVRIWKH\HDU´JRYXN7KHUHIRUHIRUSDUHQWVZLWKFKLOGUHQ
under the age of 5, state-provided service played a minor role in day-time 
childcare support. All of the 7 one-child parents in the sample had substantial 
childcare help from their own parents (and sometimes parents-in-law). 
 
Table 10: Three-generation caring situation 
One-child parents grandchildren grandparents 
childcare-provider 
Bolin, (female, 38) older son aged 8, younger son aged 7 parents 
Meilin, (female, 37) son aged 7 (born in China, came to UK aged 1) parents  
Jiayi, (female, 36)  older son aged 3, younger son aged 4 
months father, mother-in-law  
Baiwen, (female, 33) son aged 4, daughter aged 3 months parents 
Shan, (female, 32) son aged 2 parents and 
mother-in-law 
Beiyao, (female, 30) 






5.2.1 Host-country based childcare arrangements 
 
During the research the majority of one-child parents had the grandparents living 
in to provide childcare. Because of the visa restrictions grandparents were allowed 
to stay in the UK for no more than 6 months per year. In situations where both 
husband and wife were Chinese the common arrangement was that both sets of 
grandparents took turns to come to the UK for half a year each so that the rotation 
could guarantee all-year childcare support. The arrangements among inter-ethnic 
(e.g. Chinese/White British) couples varied depending on the availability of the 
KXVEDQG¶VSDUHQWVLQWKLVVWXG\DOOinter-ethnic couples were ones with a Chinese 
wife and non-Chinese husband). )RU H[DPSOH <LQJ¶V  DFFRXQW DVVLVWDQW
English husband was also an only child, and his mother had agreed to help with 
the RWKHU KDOI RI WKH \HDU¶V FKLOGFDUH ZHUH WKH \RXQJ FRXSOH WR KDYH D EDE\
ZKHUHDV%ROLQ¶VH[SRUWPDQDJHU(QJOLVKSDUHQWV-in-law passed away before 
she had children.    
 
In general the non-Chinese grandparents spent significantly less time providing 
childcare than the Chinese grandparents, in spite of the geographical closeness of 
the former. Nevertheless, it cannot be assumed that the British grandparents are 
less committed to childcare. The fact that Chinese grandparents usually lived with 
the couple and spent extensive periods of time in the UK (to make the most of 
their temporary visa) reduced the need for British grandparents to help with 
childcare. Therefore, the British grandparents may have contributed in a more 
episodic fashion. Furthermore, for the Chinese grandparents, there was the extra 
benefit of being reunited with their children while also spending more time with 
WKHLU JUDQGFKLOGUHQ 7KH ³ORRNLQJ DIWHU JUDQGFKLOGUHQ´ clearly has different 
implications for Chinese grandparents and British grandparents. The Chinese 
grandparenting arrangement and the negotiation process are elaborated in this 




There was no significant gender division among grandparents in providing 
FKLOGFDUH :KLOH JUDQGPRWKHUV ZHUH UHSRUWHG WR EH ³PRUH LQYROYHG´ than 
grandfathers, both grandmothers and grandfathers showed a commitment to 
coming to the UK to give childcare support, which was traditionally regarded as 
the job for female relatives. The choice of grandmother or grandfather in childcare 
was usually the result of practical, rather than cultural reasons. Jiayi (female, 38, 
sons aged 3 and 4 months) had her retired father as the main childcare provider 
because her mother was working full-WLPHLQ&KLQD%HL\DR¶Vfemale, 30) son was 
only 1-month old. Her father was too ill to come to the UK for the birth of the 
grandson, so her mother came to care for her and the baby for 5 months, while 
%HL\DR¶VIDWKHUZDVORRNHGDIWHUE\KLVRZQDJHGSDUHQWVLQ&KLQD,QPRVWFDVHV
grandparents were involved in childcare together. These findings suggested that 
the traditional gender role of care-providers in the transnational family was being 
overridden by the more urgent practical needs of the next generation. 
 
What was unusually absent from the childcare arrangement among one-child 
migrants was the alternative: the ³VHQGLQJ JUDQGFKLOGUHQ EDFN WR &KLQD´ WR EH
looked after by grandparents. This arrangement was common among earlier 
Chinese migrants. Children (usually the first-born) were left in Hong Kong with 
their grandparents while parents were busy with their catering businesses in the 
UK. The child(ren) later joined their parents in the UK for education, sometimes to 
help with the family business or to look after younger siblings who were born in the 
UK (Song, 1999, Sham and Woodrow, 1998, Watson, 1977). Similar 
arrangements were also found among highly-educated parents who migrated from 
mainland China to Australia in the 1990s. New-born children were sent to China to 
be looked after by their grandparents; children returned to Australia when they 
reached school age (Da, 2003). Compared to having parents living in the host 
country to provide childcare, this kind of arrangement appeared to be less costly, 




However, among the 7 parents in the study, there was no report of any form of 
negotiation between the grandparents and one-child migrants with regard to 
whether grandparents should come to the UK, or whether the grandchild should 
be looked after in China until reaching school age. It appears to have been taken 
for granted that the grandchild would be raised in the UK with the one-child 
parents. As Demin (male OHFWXUHU UHFDOOHG ³,W >childcare arrangement] was 
like a mutual understanding, we did not need to sit down and talk about it, it was 
QDWXUDO´$VLPLODUUHVSRQVHZDVPDGHE\SDUHQWV%ROLQ¶VVRQVDJHGDQG
mother (66, retired factory worker) recalled:  
 
³:HQHYHUDVNHGZKHWKHUVKH>GDXJKWHU@QHHGHGRXUKHOS>LQFKLOGFDUH@
we just took it for granted that we should look after her children. She 
never asked us whether we wanted to do this. It was like, your daughter 
is having a baby, of course you should go and look after the baby. 
[emphasis original]´  
 
7KHILUVWWLPH%ROLQ¶VPRWKHr realised her dedicated care for her grandchildren was 
VRPHKRZ³GLIIHUHQW´ZDVGXULQJRQHRIKHUHQWULHVLQWRWKH8.DWWKH%ULWLVK%RUGHr 
Control. She was asked, by a Border CRQWURORIILFHUDURXWLQHTXHVWLRQ³:K\Go 
\RXFRPHWRWKH8."´ With the help RIDQLQWHUSUHWHUVKHDQVZHUHG³7RORRNDIWHU
P\ JUDQGFKLOGUHQ´ 7KH RIILFHU UHVSRQGHG SRLQWLQJ WR WKH YLVD SDJH RI KHU
SDVVSRUW ³7KHQ \RX VKRXOG KDYH DSSOLHG IRU D ZRUN YLVD QRW D IDPLO\-YLVLWRU¶V
YLVD´%ROLQ¶VPRWKHUZDVVRVKRFNHGDWWKHORJLFEHKLQGWKHRIILFHU¶VLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ
RIKHUUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKKHUGDXJKWHU¶VIDPLO\WKDWVKHIHOW it necessary to tell the 
researcher about the incident from ³VHYHUDO\HDUVDJR´%ROLQ¶VPRWKHUWKRXJKWWKLV
ZDV HYLGHQFH RI WKH ³ODFN RI FRKHVLRQ LQ %ULWLVK IDPLOLHV´ DQG IHOW SURXG RI WKH
³FORVHQHVV´VKared by Chinese family members. 
 
/LNH %ROLQ¶V SDUHQWV JUDQGSDUHQWV GLG QRW JHW SDLG IRU WKHLU FKLOGFDUH RQ WKH
contrary, they were reported to be contributing to grandchild-related spending and 
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in some cases paying for their own flights to and from Britain. In most cases 
grandparents were financially affluent enough to afford the cost. In addition to their 
financial capacity, grandparents expressed the pleasure of being with their 
RIIVSULQJDQGIHOW³XVHIXO´ LQWKHLURQO\FKLOG¶VKRXVHKROG)RUPDQ\JUDQGSDUHQWV
(and potential grandparents), the period of looking after grandchildren in the UK 
was usually the only time they could be reunited with their only child for a long 
time. To some extent, providing childcare became a valid reason for parents to 
come and live with their long-missed only child, hence the JUDQGSDUHQWV¶
willingness to come. Once the grandchildren reached school age and the 
JUDQGSDUHQWV¶LQWHQVLYHFKLOGFDUHZDVQRORQJHUQHHGHGWKHLUYLVLWLQJWLPH in the 
UK was accordingly significantly reduced; the one-child family then often went 
back to a situation involving global separation. 
 
³)O\LQJ JUDQGPD´ ZDV QRW QHZ WR migrant families from Hong Kong and other 
Asian countries in the UK, but the extent of JUDQGSDUHQWV¶ LQYROYHPHQW ZDV 
different. Mabel Lie (2010) found that compared to other Asian countries where 
ZRPHQ¶V IUHHGRP WR WUDYHO ZDV ODUJHO\ GHWHUPLQHG E\ WKH ,VODPLF SUDFWLFH RI
³SXUGDK´ &KLQHVH JUDQGPRWKHUV ZHUH PRUH OLNHO\ WR WUDYHO IURP +RQJ .RQg to 
SURYLGHFKLOGFDUH+RZHYHUXQOLNHWKH&KLQHVHIDPLOLHVLQ/LH¶VUHVHDUFK, where 
the common transnational childcare arrangement was for paternal grandmothers 
to come for a few months, in this study, both paternal and maternal grandparents 
from China were actively involved, and the time the grandparents dedicated to 
childcare was significantly longer.  
 
Although the childcare arrangement findings were based on only 7 one-child 
parents DQGVHWVRIJUDQGSDUHQWVWKH³IO\LQJJUDQGSDUHQWV´IRXQGDPRQJDOO 7 
cases revealed the overwhelming shift of transnational childcare location from 
China to the host country. Only one respondent (male, 31, single) mentioned the 
possibility of a China-based childcare arrangement, but such an idea was absent 
among the others who had not become parents. The fact that these one-child 
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parents did not seem attracted to the possibility of having children raised in China, 
with their cKLOGUHQ¶VJUDQGSDUHQWVVXJJHVWed not only practical considerations but 
also normative commitments to staying together as a family unit in Britain.  
 
Furthermore, the one-FKLOG SDUHQWV¶ EHLQJ professional, middle class, afforded 
them such a choice; which was not usually the case for previous cohorts of 
Chinese migrants who worked extremely long, anti-social hours, and who lacked 
various forms of human and cultural capital in Britain. Living together in the UK 
was certainly more beneficial to the one-child migrants and their children than 
having to be separated. Even among parents in China who had not yet become 
grandparents, there was already an indication (especially among mothers) that 
they would come to the UK to help look after their future grandchildren.  
 
5.2.2 The challenges for grandparent childcare providers 
 
Physical and mental exhaustion have been reported among grandparent 
childcare-givers in China (Lo and Liu, 2009, Goh, 2006). For grandparents who 
came to the UK, in addition to highly demanding daily childcare duties, the 
combination of a lack of English, a change of diet, and a disruption of their daily 
routine in an unfamiliar place formed a potential threat to their psychological 
well-being. The majority of grandparents in this study had had university education 
and professional jobs. In spite of being highly-educated in China, most of the 
grandparents did not speak English. They were faced with the language and 
cultural barriers in the host country -- similar challenges for any 
non-English-speaking migrants.   
 
In general grandmothers showed a better ability to adapt to the new environment 
than grandfathers. This outcome was partly to do with the gendered family role 
grandparents had in China; women were more involved in domestic affairs than 
men. As most grandparents came to the UK to provide childcare and help with 
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domestic chores, grandmothers were PRUH³DWHDVH´ZLWKVXFKURXWLQHs, while it 
usually took grandfathers a longer time to get used to them. Although 3 
UHVSRQGHQWVUHSRUWHGWKHLUIDWKHU¶VIUHTXHQWO\-expressed dislikes about life in the 
UK, they came nonetheless. Grandparents who came together as 
childcare-providers benefited IURP HDFK RWKHU¶V VXSSRUW LQ WHUPV RI WKHLU RZQ
psychological well-being.  
 
%ROLQ¶V SDUHQWV KDG SURYLGHG WKH ORQJHVW FKLOGFDUH LQ WKH VDPSOH 7KH\ KDG D
5-year-visa30 and lived in Nottingham from 2006 to 2011 to look after their 
grandchildren. The grandparents were both retired factory workers who did not 
have much education and no English. Fortunately for them Nottingham has a 
relatively large mainland Chinese population; grocery shops and community 
activities cater to the Mandarin-speaking residents %ROLQ¶V SDUHQWV managed to 
familiarize themselves with the local environment, and made some friends with 
other Chinese. However, they had a clash of opinion with their son-in-law (white 
British) with regard to childcare31 and their daughter had to act as a mediator.  
 
Different attitudes toward childcare between two generations are not uncommon; 
other families with professional and highly educated grandparents also 
acknowledged disputes of opinions, but in a more mild manner. It was not clear to 
what extent the grandSDUHQWV¶FODVVEDFNJURXQG was significant in the nature and 
scale of disputes about childcare. Therefore, while childcare for their migrant child 
was a significant resource for the young parents, and gave grandparents 
emotional comfort, childcare could also be the source of family tension.   
 
At the point of interview %ROLQ¶V SDUHQWV had returned to China after their 
                                                             
30
 A 5-year-YLVDZDVUDUHDPRQJSDUHQWYLVLWRUV%ROLQ¶VSDUHQWVZHUHJUDQWed their visas when visa 
policies were less strict in 2006.  
31
 The disputes were the outcomes of both cultural difference and generational gap. For instance, 
the son-in-ODZUHJDUGHGWKHJUDQGPRWKHU¶VFRQVWDQWO\KROGLQJWKHLQIDQWDVSRWHQWLDOO\VSRLOLQJWKe 
child, while the grandmother thought holding the infant was essential for the psychological 
well-being of the child.  
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grandchildren started school. In their retrospective account of their years as 
full-time childcare-givers in Nottingham they highlighted their emotional and social 
difficulties in the UK: 
 
³2XUOLIHLQ(QJODQGZDVRNay, very quiet. But the most important thing 
was that we were both there. If today we are suddenly allowed to go 
to England, it would be better if we can go together. One person will 
EHORQHO\,IWKHUHZDVRQO\RQHRIXVOHIW,¶GUDWKHUVWD\LQ&KLQD,Q
China I can chat with neighbours, phone my friends. Who do you chat 
with in England? Our daughter needs to go to work, she FDQ¶W
accompDQ\ \RX DOO WKH WLPH« 2XU QHLJKERXUV ZHUH IULHQGO\ WR XV
WKH\ VDLG µKHOOR¶ WR XV EXW ZH FRXOG QRW FRPPXQLFDWH EHFDXVH ZH
GLGQ¶WVSHDN(QJOLVK>HPSKDVLVRULJLQDO@´ 
 
%ROLQ¶VSDUHQWVFOHDUO\YDOXHGHDFKRWKHU¶VFRPpany and feared the possibility of 
losing such company and support in the UK. In comparison WR%ROLQ¶VSDUHQWVLQ
Nottingham, Jiayi (38, sons aged 3 and 4 months) lived in a small town in 
Somerset where the access to Chinese-related outlets was extremely limited and 
her father came to the UK to provide childcare without her mother. Jiayi described 
KHUIDWKHU¶VIUXVWUDWLRQ  
 
³0\ 'DG VDLG µFRPLQJ KHUH IRU D VKRUW KROLGD\ LV RN OLYLQJ KHUH LV
unbearable. Such a small place, no proper food to eat, no place to 
hang around, no language I can understand, nothing is interesting at 
DOO¶´  
 
Nevertheless, -LD\L¶V father still came to the UK and alternated childcare with 
-LD\L¶VPRWKHU-in-law.  
 
In spite of the challenges grandparents were faced with in the UK, their decision to 
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come nonetheless showed their dedication to helping their children, and to 
enhancing the well-being of their child and grandchildren. Without other offspringV¶
families to look after, parents of one-child migrants became the most reliable and 
committed childcare providers to the younger generation. One-child parents 
frequently expressed their gratitude about parental care help, like Jiayi said: 
³«FKLOGFDUHLVWLULQJDQGLQYROYHVJUHDWUHVSRQVLELOLW\$SDUWIURPIDPLO\PHPEHUV
who else is willing to lRRNDIWHU \RXU FKLOG IRU IUHH"´ This study cannot claim to 
have discovered a major childcare arrangement pattern for the whole sample, as 
the majority (two thirds) had not yet become parents. Nevertheless, the existing 
cases of transnational childcare indicated a largely taken for granted child-centred 
arrangement in the transnational one-child family.  
 
5.3 Making sense of the asymmetrical intergenerational transfer 
 
There was no clear point when the money flow from parents to children would be 
expected to stop; nor was there a clear point planned for when children were 
expected to start to pay back any funds to parents (if at all). In traditional Chinese 
families it was generally understood that sons were the main, life-long supporters 
of elderly parents, while daughters were expected to contribute to their natal 
IDPLOLHVXQWLOWKH\PDUULHGDWZKLFKSRLQWGDXJKWHUV¶VXSSRUWZDVUHGLUHFWHGWRWKH
in-laws (Song et al, 2012, Xie and Zhu, 2009). However, traditional convention did 
not indicate exactly when sons or unmarried daughters should start reimbursing 
WKHLUSDUHQWV¶H[SHQVHVQRUGLGFRQYHQWLRQSURYLGHD ILQDQFLDOVROXWLRQ WR WKRVH
parents who did not have a son.  
 
The reality of the family financial dynamic is more complex than the rules recorded 
in traditional convention. Chinese family conventions were largely derived from 
agrarian society (Fei, 1992). Urbanisation challenged the big family cohabiting 
tradition and resulted in more dispersed nuclear families. Furthermore, compared 
to the seasonal rhythms in a rural society, the less flexible urban working hours, 
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longer travel distance from parents, more intense competition for resources, and a 
relatively better pension system meant that the younger generation in general had 
less time, money, and financial need to care for their parents than had been the 
FDVHIRU WKHLUSDUHQWV¶JHQHUDWLRQ$ ODUJHSRSXODWLRQRIDGXOWV LQ&KLQHVHFLWLHV
from both working class and middle class backgrounds were found to be still 
receiving parental support, which ranged from helping the child to get a job, 
buying property, to providing childcare, and everyday housework assistance 
(Wang, 2010, Tomba, 2004). 
 
The types of parental support in this research was similar to that found among 
families in China, and the timing and nature of parental support was related to the 
life cycle of their families. The 27 one-child migrants were at different life stages, 
ranging from postgraduate students who had recently arrived in the country, to 
those who came more than a decade ago and had established their career and 
family here. The findings showed a predominately parent-to-child 
LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO IORZRIPRQH\DQGFDUH UHJDUGOHVVRI WKHFKLOG¶V LQFRPH OHYHO
and age. However, the repayment from child to parents was currently very limited. 
Clearly transnational one-child families have a new set of intergenerational 
expectations that have helped the family to function (successfully) in the global 




5.3.1 Why do parents continue to support financially independent children in the 
UK? 
 
To provide support for their adult children, parental financial ability and willingness 
was required. As is shown in Table 11, the majority of the parents were affluent or 
medium-affluent. Although a small number of parents were relatively less wealthy 
and had offered less financial support to their migrant child, they were 
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self-sufficient and had not indicated any need for financial support. The majority of 
parents had had a college or university education and a professional and/or a 





less-affluent medium-affluent affluent 











3 14 10 
*In households where parents had different levels of jobs and incomes, the more 
affluent pareQW¶VMREZDVUHFRUGHG.  
   
The willingness of parents to continue transferring a significant part of their wealth 
to their child should not be taken for granted. Among the less affluent 
demographic, family tensions about parental assets DQG FKLOGUHQ¶V ILOLal duty is 
more intense. Danning Wang (2010) observed such conflicts among some 
working class families in Tianjing (a northern city in China) and described these 
IDPLOLHV¶ILQDQFLDOEHKDYLRXUDVDgame of power: the older generation in the family 
³PDLQWDLQ OHJDORZQHUVKLSULJKWVRYHUIDPLO\UHDOHVWDWHDQGRWKHUSURSHUW\´VRWKDW
³WKH\FDQPDLQWDLQDPHDVXUHRISUHVWLJHDQGSRZHUZLWKLQ WKHIDPLO\VWUXFWXUH´ 
(Wang, 2010:966).  
 
,Q :DQJ¶V UHVHDUFK SDUHQWV XVHG WKHir property ownership as a leverage to 
achieve what they believed to be the maximization of the family fortune during a 
time of economic transition. 7KH IDPLOLHV LQ :DQJ¶V VWXG\ ZHUH PRVWO\ ZRUNLQJ
FODVVSDUHQWVZLWK WZRRUPRUHDGXOWFKLOGUHQDQGVXFKD ³SRZHU´VWUDWHJ\ZDV
more overtly practised among those families who also had working class children. 
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With a scarcity of resources (and less economic security) between both 
JHQHUDWLRQV³WKHSDUHQWDODXWKRULW\VWLOOSOD\VDFUXFLDOUROHDQGKDVEHHQIXUWKHU
consolidated by the rapid growth of the urEDQ&KLQHVHSURSHUW\PDUNHW´:DQJ
2010:978).  
 
However, although a very small number of parents in this study were less affluent, 
they have only one child, and that child had qualifications and a professional job. 
The legal ownership of the family assets (mainly in the form of property) among all 
families in this study ZDVQRWDSULRULW\LQWKHSDUHQWV¶IDPLO\ILQDQFLDOSODQ,QVWHDG
how the assets could better benefit the child was the primary parental concern 
(see also Tomba, 2004). Therefore, the social stratification of Chinese families not 
only meant a difference in the resource possession, but is also likely to result in a 
difference in parental attitude about family resource transfer. In this way, the gap 
between middle class children and working class children will become wider.    
 
AIWHUKDYLQJ IXQGHGKHUGDXJKWHU¶V0DVWHU¶VGHJUHH course LQ WKH8.%HL\DR¶V
mother (medium-affluent) was faced with the possibility that Beiyao might not get 
a scholarship for her PhD course: 
 
RHVHDUFKHU ³:RXOG \RX KDYH IXQGHG KHU 3K' LI VKH GLGQ¶W JHW WKH
VFKRODUVKLS"´ 
%HL\DR¶VPRWKHU³<HV,ZRXOG,ERXJKWWZRIODWVZKHQ the house price 
ZDV ORZ ,I VKHGLGQ¶W JHW WKHVFKRODUVKLS ,ZRXOGVHOORQH IODW WR
IXQGKHU´ 
 
Given the limited means of investment in China during the rise of the market 
economy, buying property was a common way for more affluent parents to secure 
their newly-JDLQHGZHDOWK0LGGOHFODVVSDUHQWVOLNH%HL\DR¶VPRWKHUKDGVSDUH
money to invest in a second or third property. The less well-off parents in the study 
were also property owners, but did not have separate investments. Rather than 
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using their own property to fund a more comfortable retirement two less well-off 
parents decided to transfer all their assets to their child even before their death.  
 
For example, Tengfei (28, PhD student) perceived his father as an authoritarian 
figure in the family. The father (58, retired accountant) also presented himself as a 




alone, I will sell the flat, give all the money to my son, and I will follow 
P\VRQ´     
 
%ROLQ¶VIHPDOH ORZHU-income) parents (both retired factory workers) were in 




matter if we eventually manage to move to the UK or not, we are 
OHDYLQJWKHKRXVHWR%ROLQ«:HGHILQLWHO\ZRQ¶WXVHWKLVIODWWRSD\IRU
a care home scheme, this is the only asset we have, we are leaving it 
WR%ROLQWRRXUJUDQGFKLOGUHQ´ 
 
&OHDUO\ ³OHDYLQJ LWDOO WR WKHFKLOG´ZDVZKDWSDUHQWV LQ WKHVWXG\ intended to do 
ZLWKWKHLUSURSHUW\+RZHYHUZKLOHLQKHULWDQFHQRUPDOO\KDSSHQVDIWHUDSDUHQW¶V
death, many one-child parents brought the process forward to a much earlier 
stage when parents were alive and sometimes only in their middle age. While the 
inheritance process in the family was usually focused on the distribution of 
parental assets among children, such a concern was irrelevant in the one-child 
families. One-child families skip the stage of negotiating the amount of inheritance 
(i.e. who gets what), and can progress directly to the decision about how and 
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when the assets should be transferred. Such an advance in the family inheritance 
process gave a higher level of flexibility in the ownership of certain parts of the 
family assets between parents and the child; which also explained why the 
substantial financial support from parents tended to be in the form of an outright 
gift, rather than as a repayable loan. 
 
Moreover, such concentrated, substantial, and early asset transfer gave the 
one-child migrants significant socio-economical upward mobility compared to their 
middle class counterparts in Western countries; the parental wealth passed on to 
the younger demographic, generally speaking, is diluted and relatively late. Middle 
class parents in the United States and European countries were reported to be 
giving money to their children to fund education, housing and urgent needs 
(Reeves and Howard, 2013). However, the average amount received by each 
child was significantly reduced by the number of children in each household 
(average number of adult children being 3.3 in the US households and 2.4 in 
European households in 2006) (Zissimopoulos and Smith, 2010).  
 
In her study about inheritance and financial transfer in families, Janet Finch (1996) 
raised her concern about the timing of inheritance. The longevity of the older 
generation meant that few could expect to inherit from parents until they 
themselves were near retirement, thus significantly reducing the effect the  
inheritance can have on an indiviGXDO¶Vquality of life. Whereas a wealth transfer at 
DQHDUOLHUVWDJHRIWKHEHQHILFLDU\¶s life would make a substantial contribution to 
HQKDQFLQJ DQ LQGLYLGXDO¶V potential in the housing market, employment and 
education opportunities.    
 
By helping with WKHFKLOG¶VILQDQFLDOQHHGVLQWKH8.SDUHQWV¶VDYLQJVDQGDVVHWV
in the sample were also transferred outside of China. As far as most parents were 
FRQFHUQHGDVVHWVXQGHUWKHFKLOG¶VQDPHZHUHVWLOOWKHIDPLO\¶VDVVHWs regardless 
of the physical location of the assets. Such a principle of family wealth 
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redistribution was similar to the way a transnational commercial corporation 
organised its capital to maxmise its global advantages. However, what made the 
³WUDQVQDWLRQDO IDPLO\ FRUSRUDWLRQ´ GLIIHUHQW ZDV What rather than generating a 
profitable return to the parents, the objective was to maximize the development of 
WKHQH[WJHQHUDWLRQRIWKH³family FRUSRUDWLRQ´  
 
*DU\%HFNHU¶V b) family economic model suggested that while selfishness 
dominated market transactions, it was altruism (pace Danning Wang, 2010) that 
dominated family economic behaviour. Parents gave more to children than 
children to parents, because the investment in children was more productive than 
that investment to parents; children had a longer remaining life and had not 
DFFXPXODWHGDVPXFKKXPDQFDSLWDO7KLVPRGHOUHIOHFWHGWKH³SDUHQWDOVDFULILFH
WKHPH´ LQ UHVHDUFK LQWR HFRQRPLFDOO\ GLVDGYDQWDJHG &hinese families where 
parents gave up their personal needs for the education cost of their children 
(Leung and Shek, 2011, Fong, 2004, Song 1999).  
 
%HFNHU¶VHFRQRPLFPRGHO LVDOVRFRnsistent with parental support for financially 
independent children in the study. Parents saw children as an extension of 
themselves (Birditt et al, 2012). In middle class one-child families parents were 
DEOHWRPDLQWDLQILQDQFLDOVHOIVXIILFLHQF\DFFHOHUDWHWKHLUFKLOG¶VHGXFDWLRQFDUHHU
and personal development, by flexibly redistributing their savings and assets to 




How did the one-child migrants feel about being at the receiving end of the 
asymmetrical intergenerational financial arrangement? What did they do in 
response to their parentV¶ support? Although the 27 one-child migrants in the 
study were largely from middle class families, their socioeconomic status in the 
UK varied depending on their age, career stage and marital status. The sample 
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included LQGLYLGXDOVUDQJLQJIURP0DVWHU¶VGHJUHHVWXGHQWVin their early twenties 
with no employment income, to one-child parents in their late thirties with a stable 
household income, and a property. Respondents at different stages of their life 
received different amounts of support from parents. In general, married migrants 
received more accumulated financial support from parents than unmarried ones; 
the need for money rose with the process of establishing a family (e.g. wedding 
expenses, property purchase, childcare costs).  
 
a. Sense of entitlement 
 
The researcher did not ask the respondents directly about their feelings towards 
SDUHQWDO VXSSRUW UDWKHU WKH UHODWHGTXHVWLRQ LQ WKH LQWHUYLHZ ZDV ³In what way 
have your parents supported your life in the UK?´ However, after reporting various 
forms of support from their parents, most respondents continued and spoke about 
their feelings as if they felt obliged to evaluate, explain or justify their position as 
the recLSLHQWVRI WKHLU SDUHQWV¶ JHQHURVLW\. A large number of respondents were 
appreciative, while a small number of respondents reportedly felt ³HPEDUUDVVHG´
DERXWXVLQJWKHLUSDUHQW¶VPRQH\ZKLOHVWLOOKDYLQJDQLQFRPH1HYHUWKHOHVVWKH
most commonly expressed feeling was a sense of entitlement towards parental 
support. This sense of entitlement was either directly expressed or indirectly 
suggested in their financial expectations of their parents when talking about their 
future plans.   
 
Nearly a third of the sample was explicitly aware of their status as the sole 
recipient of parental support and their absolXWHSULRULW\ LQWKHLUSDUHQWV¶UHVRXUFH
allocation. In this study female participants expressed their sense of entitlement 
more directly than males. Men reported WKHPVHOYHV DV ³WKH SDVVLYH UHFHLYHU´, 
whereas women, especially married women, were more prepared to show their 





Baiwen (33, lower-income, affluent parents) was a mother in Leeds; she reported 








)RU %DLZHQ VKRZLQJ KHU ³HQWLWOHPHQW´ WR KHU SDUHQW¶V RIIHU ZDV D VLJQ RI
HPRWLRQDOFORVHQHVVZKLOHWKHVLPLODU³HQWLWOHPHQW´IRU6KDQKLJKHU-income, 
affluent parents), a mother in London and the beneficiary of parental support on 




of life my parents want me to have. In fact, this was the kind of life they 
ZDQWHGIRUWKHPVHOYHVWKH\OLYHYLFDULRXVO\WKURXJKPH´ 
 
For Shan, intergenerational financial transfer was also a form of intergenerational 
aspiration transfer, where the parents lived their unfulfilled dream vicariously 
through their children.  
 
In a study about Indians in Australia, Supriya Singh and colleagues (2012) noted 
the remittances sent from Indian parents to their children who were studying, or 
who had just finished studying in Australia. These students saw the money they 
UHFHLYHGDV³IDPLO\PRQH\LQWHUPVRIIDPLO\REOLJDWLRQV´QRWLQ³FRQWUDFWXDOWHUPV
DVDQ LQYHVWPHQW WKDWQHHGV WREH UHSDLG´6LQJKHW DO KLJKOLJKWHGPRQH\DVD





inheritance are the medium of care and belonging across the physical and 
cultural distance of national borders (Singh et al, 2012:487). 
 
In spite of the similar attitudes that Chinese students and Indian students shared 
about parental financial support for their overseas education, some Indian 
VWXGHQWVLQ6LQJKHWDO¶VUHVHDUFKVHQt money back to support their family in India. 
It was not clear how afflXHQWWKHVH,QGLDQVWXGHQWV¶SDUHQWVZHUH1HYHUWKHOHVV
Singh et al did not indicate parental financial needs as a factor, instead, they 
SRLQWHGRXWWKDWWKHGLIIHUHQFHLQ,QGLDQVWXGHQWV¶PRQH\-sending behaviour, was 
LQWKHGLIIHUHQW³YDOXHVWXGHQWVDUHSlacing on self-reliance and their questioning of 
WKHLUSUHYLRXVILQDQFLDOGHSHQGHQFHRQWKHLUSDUHQWV´ (2012: 487).  
 
Compared to the Indian children, Chinese one-child migrants showed a stronger 
sense of entitlement, especially to do with their identity aV³WKHRQHDQGRQO\´LQWKH
family. Although a very small number of (mostly male) respondents felt guilty 
about being financially dependent on their parents (like the Indian students), the 
pursuit for greater mobility overshadowed the slight sense of guilt. In most cases, 
UHFHLYLQJ SDUHQWV¶ PRQH\ ZDs justified in terms of their SDUHQWV¶ aspirations for 
their children ± for the child to be better equipped to achieve what the parents had 
not been able to achieve.  
 
A similar theme can be found in the SDUHQWV¶ interviews, where many parents 
PHQWLRQHG³WKHODFNRIRSSRUWXQLW\DQGPDWHULDOFRQGLWLRQ´ZKHQWKH\ZHUH\RXQJ
therefore the ultimate goal, to let their child take the opportunity and live a better 
OLIHRYHUURGHWKHPDWWHURIPRQH\%HL\DR¶VIHPDOH, middle-income) mother 
(55, teacher) recalled how she had to persuade her daughter to accept her 





6KHVDLGVKHGLGQ¶WZDQWWRVSHQGP\PRQH\DQ\ more, she knew it 
waVQ¶WHDV\IRUPHWRHDUQPRQH\,VDLGµ\RXDUH\RXQJ\RXVKRXOG
FDUU\RQVWXG\LQJ¶«,WRRNKHUWRP\KRPH town, a very poor mountain 
YLOODJH,WROGKHUKRZ,VWXGLHGDQGZRUNHGP\ZD\WRWKHELJFLW\«,
VDLGµ\RXDUHQRZVWDQGLQJRQWRSRIPH\RXVKRXOGQ¶WWXUQEDFN¶´    
 
With parents also encouraging the idea of financial transfer, it was easy for the 
children to take their access to parental resource for granted. Two respondents 
UHSRUWHG WKDW WKH\ EHFDPH DZDUH RI WKHLU ³ILQDQFLDO SULYLOHJH´ WKURXJK WKe 
comparison with their peers who had siblings. Bolin (38, lower-income, less 
affluent parents) was born three years before the one-child policy was officially 
enforced, so some of her peers had siblings. Bolin observed that: 
 
³%HFDXVH\RXDUHWKHRQO\FKLld, parents give all their resources to you. 
This kind of support can continue even after you finished university. 
Among my peers, those who had siblings tended to be more calculating. 
Especially among girls who had a brother, if there is only one portion of 
UHVRXUFHLQWKHIDPLO\VKH¶GNQRZIURPDYHU\\RXQJDJHWKDWWKHIDPLO\
UHVRXUFH ZDV PRUH OLNHO\ WR JR WR WKH EURWKHU WKHUHIRUH VKH¶G OHDUQ
more quickly about how to keep her eyes sharp and take advantage for 
KHUVHOI´ 
 
Yizi (31, higher-income, medium-affluent parent) also compared her sense of 
financial security in the family with her Malaysian friend who had 3 siblings: 
 
³6KH>0DOD\VLDQIULHQG@ZDVMHDORXVRIPHVKHVDLGµ\RXGRQ¶WQHHGWR






NQRZ«0\SDUHQWVVDLGWKHLUSURSHUW\ZRXOGJRto my brothers, there 
will be nothLQJ OHIW IRUP\VLVWHUDQG,¶She said the issue of money 
was something the only child took for granted. I think she was right, I 
QHYHUKDGWRZRUU\DERXWVXFKWKLQJV´ 
 
The awareness of entitlement through comparison with non one-child peers was 
IRXQG RQO\ DPRQJ IHPDOHV *HQGHU LQHTXDOLW\ VWLOO H[LVWHG LQ WKH SDUHQWV¶
generation but it was much less evident in the one-child families in this study. Male 
only children were less likely to express awareness of their financial privilege 
when they compared themselves with other male non-only children because the 
latter were also in an advantaged position in the family resource distribution. This 
factor may partly explain the fact that WKHPDOHUHVSRQGHQWV¶did not articulate a 
sense of entitlement; it is also possible that they did not feel as comfortable about 
expressing their sense of entitlement to the researcher. 
 
Slightly less than half of the respondents expressed certain levels of financial 
expectations from parents, which included some who had received informal 
subsidies after education or help in buying a property and some who had not (yet) 
received parental financial support beyond education costs. However, regardless 
of whether the money had been transferred, when talking about the need for 
parental financial help to achieve their plans respondents used WKHSKUDVH³Jia li 
de qian´PHDQLQJ³PRQH\IURPKRPH´RU³P\IDPLO\¶VPRQH\´UDWKHUWKDQVD\LQJ
³PRQH\ IURP SDUHQWV´ RU ³P\ SDUHQW¶V PRQH\´ )XUWKHUPRUH WKHUH ZDV DQ
absence of the need for a negotiation process when it came to including parental 
ILQDQFLDO VXSSRUW LQ WKH UHVSRQGHQWV¶ VSHQGLQJ SODQV; respondents spoke about 
WKHLUVSHQGLQJSODQVZLWK³PRQH\IURPKRPH´EHLQJDOUHDG\LQFRUSRUDWHGLQWKHLU
plans, regardless of the level of seriousness of their plans. 
 
Quan (male, 26, lower-income, affluent parents) had just applied for a self-funded 
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PhD course at the time of the interview. His parents had a successful business in 
China; their wealth formed an important foundatLRQIRU4XDQ¶VIXWXUHSODQs:  
 
³&KLQD¶V HFRQRP\ KDV EHHQ JRRG ODWHO\ P\ SDUHQWV PDGH VRPH
PRQH\VRP\3K'FRVWLVQRWDSUREOHP«,KDGDSUREOHPZLWKYLVD
extension last year, otherwise my parents could have come and 




4XDQ FOHDUO\ WRRN KLV SDUHQW¶V PRQH\ IRU JUDQWHG ZKLOH <RQJDQ PDOH 
middle-income, medium-affluent parent) relied entirely on himself when he bought 
KLVSURSHUW\LQ%XFNLQJKDPVKLUH+RZHYHU<RQJDQWKRXJKWWKDWKHDOVR³RZQHG´
KLVSDUHQW¶VIODWLQ&KLQD:KHQWDONLQJDERXWKLVIXWXUHVHWWOHPHQW<RQJDQVDLG³,
have properties in both China and the UK, VR,FDQVHWWOHLQHLWKHUSODFH´:KHQ
asked to explain, he said: 
 
³7KHSURSHUW\LQ6KDQJKDLEHORQJVWR P\SDUHQW¶VVLGH, I can go to 
OLYHWKHUHZKHQHYHU,ZDQW,W¶VDOOWKHVDPHHPSKDVLVPLQH´  
 
The high rate of entitlement in the sample did not differ significantly in terms of 
gender 32 , one-FKLOG¶V income level or parental income; all these categories 
expressed a high level of entitlement. This finding revealed three features about 
the one-FKLOG PLJUDQWV¶ VHQVH RI HQWLWOHPHQW WR IDPLO\ ZHDOWK )LUVW Xnlike the 
traditional belief that mainly sons had a claim to family wealth, daughters in the 
sample felt equally entitled to parental wealth as did the sons. Second, even the 
more economically advantaged one-child migrant felt as much sense of 
entitlement as the less economically advantaged one-child migrant. Likewise, the 
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one-child group from less well-off families felt as much entitlement as those from 
well-off families.  
 
This evidence suggests that parental financial support for their children should not 
be understood as an instance of charitable behaviour from a more affluent family 
member to a poorer one, nor was the amount of the financial support consistent 
ZLWKWKHFKLOG¶V OHYHORIILQDQFLDOQHHGRUSDUHQWDODELOLW\WRJLYH7KHGRPLQDWLQJ
principle existed EH\RQG WKH LQGLYLGXDO IDPLO\ PHPEHUV¶ ILQDQFLDO FLUFXPVWDQFHV 
and needs. 
 
b. The symbolism of money and its implications for the child-to-parent transfer 
 
Apart from the 4 Masters students in the sample, the other 23 one-child migrants 
had an income, and the majority of them had never given parents any money, 
while the minority who gave money to parents did it on special occasions as a sign 
of gratitude. When asked why they did not give money (or did not give more 
money than just occasional gestures), most one-FKLOG PLJUDQWV¶ LPPHGLDWH
response was, ³WKH\GRQ¶WQHHGP\PRQH\´ IRUWKHRWKHUVLWZDVQRWQHFHVVDU\
given that their parents had a secured pension and medical insurance in China 
ZKLOHDIHZRWKHUVVLPSO\VDLG³WKH\KDYHPRUHPRQH\WKDQ,GR´ 
 
The respondents who recognized that their SDUHQWV¶ ILQDQFLDO WUDQVIHUV ZHUH a 
³VLJQLILFDQWVXP´ expressed little negative emotions associated with it; they did not 
VKRZRUH[SUHVVDQ\VHQVHRISUHVVXUHWRSD\EDFNWKDW³VLJQLILFDQWVXP´6XFK
an attitude and lack of pressure to pay back their parents was in sharp contrast to 
9DQHVVD )RQJ¶V ILQGLQJV about working-class one-child Chinese migrants: 






abroad to pay back those loans as VRRQDVSRVVLEOH´)RQJ  
 
Interestingly, the 3 respondents in this sample who worked part-time during their 
study in the UK came from affluent and medium-affluent families. Their motivation 
for doing part-time jobs was not because their parents could not afford to pay for 
their expenses, but from DVHQVHRIDFKLHYHPHQWJHQHUDWHGIURP³XVLQJP\RZQ
PRQH\´ 2YHUDOO WKLV VWXG\¶V VDPSOH ZDV PRUH ILQDQFLDOO\ DIIOXHQW WKDQ )RQJ¶V
sample, and it was clear that the parental level of affluence made a significant 
difference in the psychological impact of parental financial help and the one-FKLOG¶V
economic behaviour in the host country. 
 
Although most respondents saw the JLYLQJ PRQH\ WR SDUHQWV DV D ³V\PERO RI
JUDWLWXGH´DVPDOOQXPEHURIPDOHUHVSRQGHQWV VDZWKH³V\PERO´DVLQDSSURSULDWH
in relation to their emotional closeness with their parents. Liwen (30, 
middle-income, medium-affluent parents) and Kai (28, lower-income, affluent 
SDUHQWV ZHUH GLVPLVVLYH RI WKH LGHD RI ³VHQGLQJJLYLQJ PRQH\ WR SDUHQWV´ and 
FRPPHQWHG WKDW LW ZDV ³ZHLUG´ DQG ³IDOVH´ 'emin (33, higher-income, 
medium-DIIOXHQW SDUHQWV VDLG³ JLYLQJ PRQH\ LV RQO\ D V\PERO DQG VXFK D
IRUPDOLW\LVQRWUHTXLUHGEHWZHHQSDUHQWVDQGFKLOG´$OWKRXJKWKLVNLQGRf opinion 
was not widely shared, it suggested different implications of money transfer from 
child to parents in different families.  
 
Furthermore, given the traditional emphasis of the adult VRQ¶V UROH DV WKH
supporter of the family, these 3 one-child males clearly saw that the traditional 
obligation element in the family waVLUUHOHYDQWLQWRGD\¶VFRQWH[W7KHDEVHQFHRIa 
sense of financial obligation was not a feature of previous waves of Chinese 
migrants, especially among migrant sons, whose priority was to send remittances 
back home. In the new middle class migrant cohort, the direction of international 




c. Comparison with non-one-FKLOGPLJUDQW¶VSHUFHSWLRQ  
 
The 6 respondents with siblings added another dimension to WKHIDPLO\¶s financial 
arrangements. Respondents from non-one-child families reported a significantly 
different financial family dynamic. The intergenerational financial transfers were 
much less intense; no respondent mentioned parental support (or the expectation 
of it) in buying a property in the UK. Furthermore, there was an absence of the 
sense of entitlement to parental wealth. Nevertheless, instead of an intense 
exchange with parents, for some respondents the financial exchange with their 
sibling became the priority (Table 12 shows the emotion and financial relationship 
the 6 non one-child migrants had with their siblings).  
 
 Table 12: 6 non one-FKLOGUHVSRQGHQWV¶UHODWLRQVKLSZLWKVLEOLQJV 
emotionally and financially close Qiaolin (36, female), Wenbin (36, male) 
emotionally close but financially separate Feng (34, female), Chuanli (31, male) 
emotionally distant and financially separate Gaomei (27, female), Qianqian (27, 
female) 
 
In the emotionally and financially close group, the 2 respondents both had an 
older female sibling, but they had a different inter-sibling financial relationship. 
Wenbin (male, 36, higher-income) grew up in a financially deprived rural family. 
His parents were both low-income farmers, and they had had to borrow money to 
UDLVH WZRFKLOGUHQ:HQELQ¶VVLVWHUZDV\HDUVROGHU WKDQKLP6KHKDGKDGWR
give up high school and started working from a young age to help with the family 
ILQDQFHVDV ZHOO DV WR KHOS IXQG:HQELQ¶V XQLYHUVLW\ HGXFDWLRQ LQ&KLQD:KHQ
Wenbin decided to come to the UK to do an MBA course, his parents and sister 
supported him both financially and emotionally. At the point of interview Wenbin 
had a successful business in both China and the UK and had become the main 





XVHLWRUQRWODXJK´:KHQVSHDNLQJRIKLVVLVWHU, Wenbin was full of appreciation 
and gratitude, he also revealed the financial closeness between him and his sister: 
³:HDUHFORVHLQPDQ\DVSHFWVHYHQILQDQFHZHKDYHQ¶WVHSDUDWHGRXUDVVHWV «
she is part of my company, she also has her own business noZ´ 
 
Qiaolin (female, 36, middle-income) grew up in a medium-income urban family. 
6KHH[SHULHQFHGKHUSDUHQW¶VGLYRUFHDQGWKHORVVRIKHUEURWKHUZKHQVKHZDVD
\RXQJJLUO4LDROLQ¶V VLVWHUZKRZDV\HDUVROGHU EHFDPHKHUPDLQ VXSSRUWHU
since their mother became withdrawn after those events (see Chapter 4). The 
VLVWHUDQGKHUKXVEDQGIXQGHG4LDROLQ¶VVWXG\DEURDGDQGFRQWLQXHGWRVXSSRUW
her financially after Qiaolin started working in the UK, including house purchasing 
and informal subsidies. Qiaolin was aware and was very appreciative of the 
extraordinary amount of support her sister had given to her: 
 
³0\ VLVWHU LV PRUH OLNH D PRWKHU WR PH«7KH\ VD\ µ\RX KDYH VXFK D
JRRGVLVWHU>ZH¶YH@QHYHUVHHQDQ\VLVWHUOLNHWKDW¶«LW LVYHU\UDUHWR
have such a sHOIOHVVVLVWHU´  
 
Qiaolin later emphasized that her sister frequently offered to give her more money 
ZLWKRXWKHUDVNLQJDQGGHVFULEHGKHUVHOIDV³OXFN\´  
 
These two cases show that financial transfers could be between a more affluent 
family member and less affluent family member, and that a sibling sometimes 
replaced the role of parents as supporters for the other sibling. Furthermore, the 
role of receiver and supporter in the family could change over time. However, it 
was not clear to what extent the sibling financial transfer was a loan or an outright 
gift. Qiaolin, for example, called the ILQDQFLDOWUDQVIHUIURPKHUVLVWHU³VXEVLGLHV´; 
while Wenbin shared his business asset with his sister, to some extent, as a way 
WR³SD\EDFN´KLVVLVWHU¶VVXSSRUWHDrlier in their lives. Nevertheless, although there 




support than the kind of entitlement only children felt about parental support.   
 
The sense of entitlement was much weaker among non-one-child respondents in 
terms of the actual financial support they received and financial expectations from 
parents. However, gender inequality became more obvious as it appeared to be a 
governing rule of family resource distribution in some families, especially in 
:HQELQ¶VFDVH,QVSLWHRIWKHdeep appreciation for his sister and parents, Wenbin 
did not indicate in any way that the matter was unfair for his sister in the sacrifice 
of her own education. $W WKH WLPH RI WKH LQWHUYLHZ :HQELQ¶s business had 
expanded in both the UK and China. His sister benefited financially as she was in 
the management team. Wenbin was also prepared to provide a base for his 
nephew if his sister wanted to send her child to the UK for education. Perhaps by 
sharing in :HQELQ¶VVXFFHVVWKHVHQVHRI³XQIDLUQHVV´WRWKHVLVWHU was reduced 
in the family. Nevertheless, how each party felt before the gendered family 
strategy became successful, was obscured in this retrospective account.   
 
In terms of giving money to parents, apart from the regular money-giving in 
:HQELQ¶VFDVHWKHRWKHUQRQ-one-child migrants showed a similar pattern to the 
one-child migrants; 2 out of 5 respondents gave a small amount of money to 
parents on special occasions as a sign of gratitude. Chuanli (male, 31, 
middle-income, less-affluent parents) had a younger sister and he saw himself as 
the sibling with more responsibilities; KHVHSDUDWHG³JLYLQJPRQH\WRSDUHQWV´Irom 
³asking SDUHQWV LI WKH\ QHHGHG PRQH\´ DQG UHJDUGHG WKH IRUPHU DV D VLJQ RI
gratitude and the latter as unnecessary: 
 
³,W¶V P\ own parents we are talking about. No need to ask! They 
definitely ZRQ¶WDFFHSWP\PRQH\8VXDOO\,GRQ¶WDVNVXFKWKLQJV,Whink 





Therefore, a similar awareness of parental financial self-sufficiency, lack of 
pressure to support parents financially, and the disputed opinion about the 
implications of the symbolic nature of money-giving, was found in non-one-child 
transnational families. However, having a sibling brought more diversity (and 
complexity) to the financial dynamics in such families; similar to the dynamics of 
care in non one-child families (see Section 3.2.2.b.), there was a level of flexibility 
in the supporter/receiver roles. Nevertheless, one-child families have more 
flexibility in terms of parent-to-child asset transfer, which was frequently used, and 




One-child migrants often continued to receive substantial financial parental 
support after they finished education and started working as professionals. 
Parental support usually came in the forms of contributions toward purchasing 
property, a ³ILQDQFLDOVDIHW\QHW´DQGFKLOGFDUHLQWKHKRVWFRXQWU\)XUWKHUPRUHin 
addition to appreciation, there was a commonly felt sense of entitlement among 
the one-child beneficiaries. The sense of financial security as the only child in the 
family continued, including those who had established their own families in the UK. 
Finally, the parents in the study were largely financially independent with different 
levels of wealth, which enabled them to support their child overseas and expected 
little financial return.  
 
Middle class one-child migrants engaged in a reversal in the direction of the 
international remittances flow. It is the first time in Chinese international migration 
history that a predominately China-to-overseas financial transfer has taken place, 
especially between family members at home and working migrant children in a 
developed country. Compared to the one-child migrants from the less well-off 
EDFNJURXQG LQ 9DQHVVD )RQJ¶V UHVHDUFK WKLV FRKRUW showed a greater level of 
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financial mobility and had a more positive outlook in the host country. Such a 
ILQDQFLDO IORZ SDWWHUQ IXUWKHU VXEVWDQWLDWHV UHVHDUFK WR GR ZLWK WKH ³GHOD\HG
UHSD\PHQW´WUHQGIURPWKH\RXQJHUJHQHUDWLRQWRWKHROGHUJHQHUDWLRQLQ families 
in China. Moreover, one-child families brought forward the process of inheritance, 
and thus contributed to a greater flexibility for the family to re-allocate resources 
between the two generations and countries. 
 
Furthermore, the childcare arrangement in the study showed a child-centred and 
host-country-centred pattern where grandparents travelled to the UK to provide 
childcare. The taken-for-grantedness of such arrangements emphasized the 
relationship between the one-child migrants and their next generation in the host 
country over economic factors in child rearing. The latter factor was usually the 
reason why second-generation children were sent back to China among earlier 
migrant families. These arrangements also showed a high level of mobility of 
SDUHQWVDV³IO\LQJFKLOGFDUHUV´UHODWLYHWRSDUHQWVRIHDUOLHU&KLQHVHPLJUDQWV  
 
By taking advantage of the global-financial and social environment, the 
transnational one-child families were able to maximize investment with the 
\RXQJHU JHQHUDWLRQ¶V LQterest as its priority. Such a strategy was based on the 
condition of parental financial self-sufficiency. The parents in the study were 
largely the beneficiaries of the 1978 economic reform, which led to a rapid income 
increase and business opportunity. Additionally, the high saving rates of parents 
also resulted in wealth accumulation at different levels. Therefore, as the research 
here has shown, the traditional money-giving activity from child to parents no 
longer constituted an essential income for parents: it had primarily become a 
symbolic formality, which became a way of bonding in the transnational family.  
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Chapter 6. Changing family contracts: intergenerational relationships in 
one-child transnational families 
 
The intergenerational support among families in this study has been thus far 
predominately child-centred. This chapter looks at the other side of family support: 
FKLOGUHQ¶V UHVSRQVLELOLW\ WRZDUGV WKHLU SDUHQWV The notion of reciprocity has been a 
central feature of human relationships in general33, but intergenerational support 
LQGLFDWHVPRUHWKDQDVLPSOH³LQYHVWDQGSD\-EDFN´EDODQFH  
 
Although the family contracts discussed here are mostly between generations, rather 
than intra-generational (between spouses or siblings), it has to be distinguished from 
the term intergenerational contract. Some researchers tend to use these two terms 
interchangeably. Nevertheless, intergenerational contract also implies a macro-level 
resource flow between generations through the mediation of taxation and social 
redistULEXWLRQE\WKHVWDWHZLWKRXW³GLUHFWH[FKDQJHVEHWZHHQWKHJHQHUDWLRQVLQYROYHG´
(Walker, 1996:2). As this chapter focuses on the parent-child relationship, the phrase 
family contract will be used throughout.  
 
&KLOGUHQ¶VDWWLWXGHs towards their responsibilities for the older generation provide an 
important source of information about the role family can play in supporting an ageing 
demographic (both in the East and West). Given the family-oriented nature of Chinese 
culture and the middle class background of most one-child migrants, the families in 
this study provided a unique opportunity to study the impact of modernisation and 
globalisation on one type of contemporary transnational family contract. Furthermore, 
having parents at different ages from their early 50s to late 60s provided a good 
RSSRUWXQLW\WRLQYHVWLJDWHKRZFKLOGUHQDQGSDUHQWV³QHJRWLDWHG´IDPLO\UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV
(Finch and Mason, 1993) while their parents were still in reasonably good health but at 
                                                             
33
 There are many bodies of literature concerning reciprocity that cannot be discussed in detail here. 
For example, the moral and practical implications of reciprocity (Uehara, 1995, Gouldner, 1960), the gift 
economy (Cheal, 2015, Kranton, 1996), and gift/reciprocity in Asian Confucian societies (Yang, 1989, 
Yum, 1988).   
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GLIIHUHQWVWDJHVRIWKHLU³ROGHU´ life.     
 
How did one-child migrants and their parents make sense of the new form of 
³VSOLW-KRXVHKROG´, DQGFRSH ZLWK WKHSRWHQWLDO FRQIOLFW EHWZHHQ WKHFKLOG¶V DVSLUDWLRQ
and plans, and parental needs? More specifically, how did family members discuss 
and negotiate the needs of ageing parents? How did their being overseas intensify the 
RQO\FKLOGUHQ¶Vsense of pressure to look after their parents? And how did the changing 
situations of parents (e.g. ageing) and children (e.g. forming their own nuclear family) 
impact on the on-going family negotiation process? 
 
6.1 The Chinese family contract and its development in a changing society 
 
$QDGDJH LQ &KLQD VD\V ³UDLVH FKLOGUHQ IRUROGDJH FDUH´ Yang er fang lao), which 
implies mutual dependency between parents and children. Such a two-way support 
IORZ LV QRW LQ DQ\ ZD\ H[FOXVLYH WR &KLQHVH VRFLHW\ 3DUHQWV LQYHVWLQJ LQ FKLOGUHQ¶V
up-bringing and well-being in exchange for old age care from children is a basic 
principle of reciprocity within various family formations. However, the particular 
dynamics concerning the responsibilities and expectations vary in different societies 
as these contracts have been shaped by factors beyond the family level -- both from 
DERYHVWDWHSROLF\DQGIURPEHORZ³FXOWXUHORJLF´*|UDQVVRQ 2009:85, Finch, 1989, 
Lewis and Meredith, 1988). With the idea of a cultural logic the rest of the section will 
briefly analyse the role of filial piety and the Chinese state policy before putting the 
transnational one-child family into the context of the changing space (between China 
and the UK) and time (different generations).  
 
6.1.1 Filial piety: then and now 
 
7KH0DVWHUVDLGµ7KHVHUYLFHZKLFKDILOLDOVRQGRHVWRKLVSDUHQWVLVDVIROORZV
- In his general conduct to them, he manifests the utmost reverence; in his 
nourishing of them, his endeavour is to give them the utmost pleasure; when 
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they are ill, he feels the greatest anxiety; in mourning of them (dead), he 
exhibits every demonstration of grief; in sacrificing to them, he displays the 
utmost solemnity. When a son is complete in these five things (he may be 
pronounced) able to serve his parents (Classic of Filial Piety, 1988: 480).  
 
In Chinese families the notion of filial piety has been the dominatnt ³FXOWXUDOORJLF´IRU
more than 2000 years (Zhan and Montgomery, 2003). It is arguably one of the oldest 
forms of family contract that bind parents and children through practical duties and the 
provision of emotional support. The tradition of filial piety, which was embellished by 
Confucius (551-478 B.C.) and reinforced by Mencius (372-289 B.C.), has been the 
governing principle with regard to the family obligations of the younger generation for 
centuries. However, the varying definitions of this ancient term are vague; it is easy to 
make the mistake of assuming ³ILOLDOSLHW\´to be the preeminent cultural explanation to 
(almost) all phenomena in Chinese families. Part of the confusion is caused by the fact 
that the concept of ³ILOLDOSLHW\´KDVQRWUHPDLQHGVWDWLFLWVPHDQLQJVDQGIRUPVKDYH
been subjected to modification through ancient dynasties and modern states. 
Therefore, it is necessary to examine the practice of ³ILOLDO SLHW\´ LQ WKH FRQWH[W RI
society today.      
 
Traditionally, filial piety applied both to when parents were living and dead (as shown in 
the quote above). In feudal China, an official must resign in order to mourn for the 
death of a parent (Wolf, 1984). Such a posthumous filial piety requirement is 
unrealistic in contemporary society. However, part of the tradition has remained. A 
public holiday is designated for such activities: Qingmin Festival, also known as the 
³7RPE-VZHHSLQJ'D\´, has been kept for the living to pay tribute to their ancestors. 
7KHLPSRUWDQFHRIDQFHVWRUZRUVKLSSDUWO\H[SODLQVWKH³VRQ-SUHIHUHQFH´SKHQRPHQRQ
among FRXSOHVHYHQDIWHU WKH ³RQH-FKLOG´ policy was enacted in 1979; posthumous 
rituals were traditionally performed only by sons. The gendered role of posthumous 
ritual no longer applies in most cities, especially given that each family could have only 
one child. However, having an only child settled overseas would mean that there 
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would be no off-VSULQJOHIWLQ&KLQDWRYLVLWWKHROGHUJHQHUDWLRQV¶WRPEVDIWHUSDUHQWV
pass away. Thus this form of filial duty has been discontinued.         
 
While the posthumous filial duty has undergone a rapid decline, the filial piety towards 
living parents is the focus of the chapter here (as has been for most researchers who 
invoked the term). Children were expected to fulfill D SDUHQW¶V SUDFWLFDO DQG
financial/material needV ORRN DIWHU D SDUHQW¶V HPRWLRQDO ZHOOEHLQJ )LOLDO SLHW\
prescribes obedience and respect from the younger to the older generation regardless 
RI DQ LQGLYLGXDO¶V DJH 7KH JHQHUDO SDWWHUQ RI REHGLHQFH DQG UHVSHFW WR SDUHQWV LV
maintained throughout the chiOG¶VOLIH.HOOHUHWDO., 2005). 
 
Co-residence has been essential for adult children to carry out everyday parental 
practical support. While multi-generation families living in the same household were 
widespread in agrarian society, it is relatively uncommon LQ WRGD\¶V &KLQHVH FLWLHV
Since 2011, the population in Chinese cities has surpassed that in rural areas 
(compared to the urban population rate at 20% in 1981) (World Bank, 2015). Apart 
from the compressed living space in urban areas, longer life expectancy of older 
people, the smaller number of adult children, and demanding jobs, have all contributed 
to the shift to separate, atomized family living arrangements)XUWKHUPRUHZRPHQ¶V
participation in full-time employment34 has reduced their availability for traditional 
domestic roles, including looking after elderly parents (usually parents-in-law) at home.  
 
In 2015, the number of elderly people (aged 60 and above) reached 212 million (15% 
of the whole population) (Xinhua News, 2015), and nearly half (41.9%) of elderly 
people did not cohabit with their child(ren) (NHFPC, 2015) (the rate was 25% in 1987 
[Tian, 1988]). These data also imply that slightly more than half of elderly people lived 
with their child(ren). In the UK, the percentage of elderly parents (aged 60 and above) 
cohabiting with child(ren) was approximately 20% in 2010 (Chan and Ermisch, 2013). 
                                                             
34
 During Mao¶s era the employment rate of women increased from 10% in the 1950s to 80-90%, and 
has remained high into the 21st Century (Fang and Walker, 2015). 
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Compared to their counterparts in the UK, the Chinese showed a stronger 
family-orientated living arrangement for the elderly. However, in the context of a 
traditionally family-centred inter-generational care relationship, the high rate of the 
³HPSW\ QHVW´ faced by many elderly parents indicated a significant change in the 
provision of parental care at a practical/physical level. 
 
While the statistics are based on a national level, it does not follow that there has been 
a homogeneous shift in filial piety among all families. Especially after the growing 
social stratification during the post-reform period (see Chapter 3 for family stratification 
pre and post 1978), expectations and responsibilities between parents and children 
varied among different regions and economic backgrounds. Compared to their rural 
counterparts, elderly people in urban areas rated psychological needs (such as leisure 
activity and close company) as being more important than material needs in their life 
(Sun et al, 2015). In this study, middle class parents did not need financial support 
from their children, but had continued to transfer money and sometimes had been the 
care provider fRU WKHLU FKLOG¶V IDPLO\ VHH &KDSWHU  :LWK parents being more 
ILQDQFLDOO\DQGSK\VLFDOO\LQGHSHQGHQWWKHFKLOG¶VUROHDVWKHPDWHULDOVXSSRUWHUIRUWKH
older generation has been reduced (or delayed); meanwhile the emotional care from 
the only child became even more valued. 
 
It is widely acknowledged, both in China and in the West, that emotional care is an 
LPSRUWDQWSDUWRISDUHQWDOFDUH1LN\-DPHVKDVSURSRVHGDIRUPXODRIFDUH³FDUH 
RUJDQLVDWLRQSK\VLFDO ODERXUHPRWLRQDO ODERXU´  Hilary Graham (1983:28) 
FDOOHGFDULQJ³DODERXURIORYH´ZKLFKFRQVLVWHGRIWKHFDUHUV¶ ³DIIHFWLRQDQGVHUYLFH´ 
However, filial piety requires more than that. The required conduct/behaviour needed 
WR IXOILOOSDUHQWV¶SV\FKRORJLFDOQHHGVDQG WKHVRFLDOSUHVVXUH to do so, are the two 
features of filial piety that distinguished the Chinese inter-generational relationship 
IURPWKH:HVW¶VLGHDRIFDUHUHVSRQVLELOLW\   
 
The consistent condition in filial piety prescribed obedience and respect from the 
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younger to the older generation regardless RIDQLQGLYLGXDO¶VDJH7KHJHQHUDOSDWWHUQ
RIREHGLHQFHDQGUHVSHFWWRSDUHQWVLVPDLQWDLQHGWKURXJKRXWWKHFKLOG¶VOLIH.HOOHUHW
al, 2005). The latter element of filial piety can be found in the up-bringing of migrants in 
this study. Half of the one-child respondents experienced a ³WUDGLWLRQDOO\authoritarian´ 
parent-FKLOGUHODWLRQVKLSZKHUHVRPHFKLOGUHQIHOWSUHVVXUHWREH³ZHll-EHKDYHG´LQWKH
family (see Chapter 3). At the point of interview, a few migrant children as well as all 7 
parent UHVSRQGHQWV H[SOLFLWO\ HPSKDVL]HG WKH LPSRUWDQFH RI ³Shun´
(obedience/respect) in their understanding of filial piety. Therefore, the role filial piety 
plays in middle class families may be less observable, but it would be too simple to 
assume the erosion of filial piety based on the decline of more observable filial acts, 
such as material and practical support.    
 
Moreover WKH LPSOLFDWLRQ RI ³EHLQJ D ILOLDO FKLOG´ RQ DQ LQGLYLGXDO¶V UHSXWDWLRQ LQ
Chinese society has blurred the boundary between domestic care and public opinion, 
WKXV PDNLQJ ILOLDO SLHW\ D VRFLDOO\ HQIRUFHG REOLJDWLRQ $Q LQGLYLGXDO¶V ³ILOLDO
GHPRQVWUDWLRQ´LVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKEHLQJ³DUHOLDEOHWUXVWZRUWK\DQGKRQRXUDEOHSHUVRQ´
,NHOVWKXVLWLV³DFHQWUDOPHDVXUHRIWKHLUPRUDOZRUWK´:K\WH




As Ikels has asserted, ³WKHSUDFWLFHRIILOLDOSLHW\ZDVHYHU\ERG\¶VEXVLQHVV´
Other members in the community were given the right and responsibility to inspect, 
monitor or even interfere with how the younger generation should care for the elderly. 
In response to the bHOLHIWKDWWKHUHZDV³QRRIIHQFHJUHDWHUWKDQODFNRIILOLDOSLHW\´WKH
pre-Tang dynasty (pre-$'ODZVWDWHGWKDW³SDUHQWVRUHYHQRWKHUSHUVRQVPLJKW
accuse children of unfilial behaviour of any kind and have them punished by the 
DXWKRULWLHV´ 0DF&Rrmack, 2002: 141). In 21st Century China, the government has 
encouraged families to sign a Family Support Agreement (FSA); voluntary contract 




In order to carry out the contract, according to The Law of the People's Republic of 
China on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of the Elderly ³$ grassroots 
self-governing organization and organization of the elderly or the employer of the 
supporters shall supervise the fulfillmHQWRIWKHDJUHHPHQW´7KHState Council of PRC, 
2012). Therefore, children not only have a moral obligation, but also a legal obligation 
towards their parents (Whyte, 2004). The next section will further examine how the 
state shaped the idea of a family contract from above.  
 
6.1.2 State policy: the other shaping hand 
 
DurinJ 0DR¶V FRPPXQLVW HUD -1978), filial piety, being a key plank of 
Confucianism, was considered to be one of the core values of the feudal society, thus 
it was critically attacked. However, some scholars found that the communist state was 
against only certain elements of filial piety, for example, absolutely obeying parents 
and traditional funeral practice, but it did not attempt to eliminate the traditional value 
of interdependency between parents and children (Chow, 1991, Wolf, 1984, 
Davis-Friedman, 1983, Ikels, 1983). The temporarily suppressed pro-filial-piety 
discourse soon regained its popularity after the 1978 economic reform (Whyte, 1997).  
 
,QWRGD\¶V&KLQDWKHVWDWHKDVDVWURQJSresence in promoting filial piety in both the 
legal and moral sense. The state enacted an amendment of The Law of the 3HRSOH¶V
Republic of China on the Protection of the Rights and the Interests of the Elderly on 
July 1st 2013. The addition made visiting or calling parents regularly a legal obligation, 
failure to do so could lead to a lawsuit. However, the frequency of the home-visit was 
QRW VSHFLILHG )RUG 7KH ODZ ZDV FRQVLGHUHG ³HGXFDWLRQDO´ DQG VHUYHGDVD
starting point of a lawsuit (Hatton, 2013). Consequently, lawsuits petitioned by elderly 
SDUHQWVIRUPRUH³HPRWLRQDOVXSSRUW´IURPFKLOGUHQKDYHEHHQUHSRUWHGLQYDULRXVFLWLHV
+RZHYHUHYHQDPRQJ WKHVXFFHVVIXOFDVHV WKHHQIRUFHPHQWRI ³UHJXODUYLVLWV´KDV
proven to be very difficult. Furthermore, the lawsuits often widened the emotional gap 
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between already estranged parents and children (People.cn, 2015, Xinhua News, 
2015, Meng and Hunt, 2013).     
 
The establishment of the law has been associated with an increasingly reported level 
of parental neglect in China (BBC, 2012). While promoting filial piety through 
legislation and propaganda, the Chinese state was reluctant to develop a more 
sophisticated welfare system for the elderly in need; this can be observed from its 
pension system and state care provision. The establishment of the Chinese pension 
system has been uneven between the employed and the unemployed (and 
self-employed), as well as between urban and rural areas. Urban employees, 
especially those working in state-owned institutions, have had a secured pension 
VFKHPHIRUGHFDGHV4XVHH&KDSWHUIRUWKH³ZRUNXQLW´ZHOIDUH  
 
However, a systematic pension scheme for rural residents and unemployed urban 
residents was carried out only since 2010, and pension scheme coverage did not 
reach a national level until 2012 (Wang and Tian, 2015). A national survey conducted 
in 2009 showed that rural citizens preferred to rely on themselves or their child(ren) for 
old age care, rather than rely on social welfare (Yu, 2012). Whether this nation-wide 
pension system will bring financial security to the impoverished elderly, especially in 
rural areas, is not yet clear. 
 
The long-term care institutions have a mixture of standards and policies. Government 
funded care institutions accept only the very desperate elderly, and turning to such 
institutions is usually associated with stigma (Wu et al, 2008). The emergence and 
quick development of private services has taken place since the mid-1990s (Zhan et al, 
2008). However, high-quality care homes cater for only financially affluent clients. The 
high cost of these institutions contributed to a shift of attitude from stigma to privilege 
(Zhan et al, 2008). The gap remains for the vast group in the middle: 90% of the 




In 2014 there were more than 36 million bedridden or semi-bedridden elderly people 
but only 356,000 care-staff, and 50,000 certificated carers for the elderly (Wang and 
Tian, 2015). Meanwhile, the government has reduced its funding towards maintaining 
elderly care institutions in order to make them become financially self-reliant as part of 
economic reform (Feng, et al, 2011, Zhan et al, 2008). The shortage of staff in the 
caring provision and the reduced government subsidies are likely to pose long-term 
care problems even for middle class urban residents. Staff shortages in the long-term 
care sector have become one of the major issues in the UK and other Western 
European countries (Royal College of Nursing, 2010, Hussein and Manthorpe, 2005). 
Chinese families have become more geographically dispersed as a result of massive 
internal migration35; and the demand for non-familial care assistance is likely to 
increase across the country. Parents and children in this study expressed the tendency 
WRUHO\RQSDLGFDUHUVRU³KLJKTXDOLW\´FDUHKRPHVIRUSDUHQWV¶IXWXUHORQJ-term care. 
However, the current underdeveloped professional care provision still has a long way 
to go before becoming an alternative to familial care for the majority of the middle class 
elderly population in China.       
    
The support from the state for the elderly is believed to undermine family obligations 
,NHOV  %\ PLQLPL]LQJ WKH VWDWH¶V UROH in providing welfare for its citizens, the 
family will remain the main source of support for the very elderly (and the very young), 
thus enforcing filial piety in intergenerational relationships. On the other hand, by 
establishing a welfare state, like the British did in the late 1940s, the principle that a 
citizen has the right to a claim upon the collective resources of the state (as an 
alternative to family) has emerged (Finch, 1989). HRZHYHU WKH ³IDPLOLDO FRQWUDFW´ 
strategy has also been found LQ³QHDUO\HYHU\VRFLHW\LQ(DVW6RXWKDQG6RXWK-East 
$VLD´ZKHUHIDPLO\Vupport significantly subsidises contemporary Asian development 
(Croll, 2006:478, see also Lee, 2010, Park et al., 2005, Sung, 2001). Therefore, the 
relationship between economic development (modernisation) may not necessarily lead 
                                                             
35
 According to the Chinese Census in 2010, among the cRXQWU\¶V  ELOOLRQ SRSXODWLRQ  ZHUH
internal migrants. Compared to the previous census in 2000, the number of internal migrants had 
increased by 81.3% (National Bureau of Statistics of PRC, 2011). 
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to weakened family contracts.  
 
In order to investigate how contemporary Chinese family contracts are reconfigured 
and renegotiated, the rest of the chapter will move back to a micro-level observation by 
focusing on the one-child migrants and their parents (while keeping in mind the 
influence from the macro-level culture and policy changes). Compared to most 
research about contemporary Chinese inter-generational relations, the transnational 
one-child family comprises the most challenging change since the founding of the PRC 
in 1949. The next section will demonstrate how the parent-child relationship among 
migrants in this study has been caught in the middle of such a radical change.  
 
6.1.3 Viewing the family contract in the changing space and time 
 
When viewed from a vertical (time) perspective, family contracts can be influenced by 
the contract of the previous generation; likewise, it can also influence the obligations 
and expectations between the current and the next generation. When viewed from a 
horizontal (space) perspective, family contracts were subject to changes according to 
the changing physical and social space in which parents and children found 
themselves. When combined with these two perspectives, the transnational one-child 
family in this study constitutes the cohort that experienced the most intense space and 
time changes within two generations: historically, the family members experienced the 
most radical political upheavals and drastic economic reforms36 in modern Chinese 
history. Structurally, these nuclear families were mDGH XS RI WKH ³EDE\ ERRPHU´
generation37 DQGWKH³RQH-FKLOG´JHQHUDWLRQJHRJUDSKLFDOO\DQGVRFLDOO\RQO\FKLOGUHQ
DQGWKHLUSDUHQWV OLYHGVHSDUDWHO\ LQWKH³:HVW´DQGWKH³(DVW´7KHIROORZLQJFigure 
shows how the parent-child relationship was being simultaneously influenced by 
                                                             
36
 The parents¶ generation grew up during the Great Leap Forward followed by the Great Famine 
(1958-1962) and the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), immediately after came the Economic Reform 
(1978) which transformed the planned economy to a market economy.  
37
 China¶s baby boom took place during the early to mid 1960s when the fertility rate increased from 3.3 
(1961) to 7.3 (1963) (Poston and Duan, 2010). Parents in this study were born mostly between the 




vertical and horizontal dynamics.    
  
 
Figure 10: One-child family contract in space and time 
 
As shown in Figure 10, the one-child generation, their parents, and their grandparents 
were born in sharply and distinctively different political and economic periods in 
Chinese history. For the one-child migrants who had child(ren) (or planned to have 
children) in the UK, their British-born children would be brought up in yet another 
different environment. Will tKH³WUDGLWLRQDOIDPLO\FRQWUDFW´VXUYLYHVXFKVKDUSFKDQJHV
through the four generations? Which elements will remain and which parts will 
diminish? Such questions cannot be fully addressed within the scope of this study. 
However, it is important to keep a multi-generational scope in mind when analysing the 
family contract between the one-child generation and their parents.   
  
While the differences between generations impacted on most one-child families in 
China, the space difference between China and the UK is unique to one-child families 
in this study. Such a distance has exacerbated the already complex generational gap 
between the one-child generation and their parents; the long distance, migration 
policies, the exclusiveness of a national welfare system, DQG SDUHQWV¶ ODQJXDJH
difficulties, have all created barriers between migrant children and their parents (which 




Not all the one-child families in this study anticipated these difficulties at the point of 
the chilG¶VPLJUDWLRQIn most cases, the decision for the child to remain in the UK after 
study was more incidental, rather than carefully planned (see Chapter 4). How did the 
one-child migrants and their parents negotiate their family contract? How did the 
transnational one-child family cope with the gaps in distance and time together (as a 
household) but separately (in different countries)? The rest of the chapter will examine 
Figure 10¶VVWUXFWXUH and investigate the long-distance intergenerational relationship 
as well as the continuity and (dis)continuity of the family contract through generations.      
 
6.2 Distance and intergenerational relationship 
 
This section explores space, which includes both physical space and social space. 
Transnational families have been regarded as a model of family strategy for upward 
mobility; highly mobile Chinese people take advantage of spatial difference, and 
pursue a variety of benefits on a global level (Waters, 2005, Ong and Nonini, 1997). 
Although some scholars imagine a transnational community constituted of the highly 
PRELOHIOH[LEOH³JOREDOFLWL]HQ´2QJIRUZKRPQRWLRQVRIWKH³QDWLRQ-VWDWH´KDYH
become irrelevant (Wong, 2003, Yang, 2011), middle class transnational families in 
this study have encountered great barriers as a result of distance and national 
borders.  
 
Furthermore, the development of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in 
WKHVW&HQWXU\KDVEHHQFHOHEUDWHGIRU³JHQHUDWLQJQHZZD\VRIOLYLQJWRJHWKHUDQG
acting transnationally in the digital HUD´1DGHOFX0LJUDQWV LQ WKLVVWXG\
UHSRUWHGXVLQJIUHTXHQWIOLJKWVDQG,&7WRNHHS³ORQJGLVWDQFHLQWLPDF\´+RZHYHUWKLV
section will not go into details about how improved transportation and ICT helped 
maintain connections between one-child migrants and their parents. Internet and 
flights are, after all, tools used by family members to exchange information, emotions 
and support. The availability of the technology is one thing, how to use it, and the 
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implications associated with the communication patterns, are quite another matter. 
Therefore, analysis here will be focused on the motivation behind PLJUDQWV¶ KRPH
visits and everyday long distance communication: were these activities inspired by 
love or duty?  
 
6.2.1 The practical difficulties for transnational one-child families 
 
Long distances constituted the main fear for migrants when talking about possible 
³HPHUJHQF\ FDVHV LQ &KLQD´ %\ ³HPHUJHQF\ FDVHV´ UHVSRQGHQWV PHDQt a sudden 
major illness or accident that could happen to parents. Migrants in the UK faced a 
much longer travel time and less frequent flights than children who lived in China. 
Compared to migrants who had a sibling living in China, one-child migrants showed 
significantly greater concern and pressure about this practical matter. As Ran (male, 
HPSKDVL]HG³,QHHGWREHDEOHWRJREDFNZLWKLQDIHZKRXUV¶WLPHQRWWKHQH[W
GD\,QVRPHHPHUJHQF\VLWXDWLRQVLWZRXOGEHWRRODWH´,QFRPSDULVRQ&KXDQOLPDOH
31, who KDVDVLVWHUWKRXJKWKLVVLVWHU¶VSK\VLFDOSUR[LPLW\WRWKHLU SDUHQWVJDYHKLP³D
VHQVHRISHDFHRIPLQG´7KH LVVXHRIGLVWDQFH affected both sides. Although some 
SDUHQWV KDYH WUDYHOOHG WR WKH 8. RQ D UHJXODU EDVLV VHH &KDSWHU  ³IO\LQJ
JUDQGSDUHQWV´IRUVRPHRWKHUSDUHQWVbecause of their chronic illnesses long flights 
were physically and psychologically challenging. A small number of respondents 
reported that their parents had never visited the UK because of the fear of the long 
flight.  
 
British migration policy is the most direct barrier for parents to come to the UK for 
family reunification. At the time of the study all parents who had been to the UK came 
under the short-WHUPYLVLWRU¶VYLVDVHH&KDSWHUNone of the parents had attempted 
to apply for a long-term visa to the UK. The primary reason was the strict migration 
policy concerning an ³HOGHUO\ GHSHQGHQW UHODWLYH´ applicants must prove that they 
have no means of survival in China and that joining their child in the UK is the only 
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option38 %HFDXVH RI WKH SDUHQWV¶ SK\VLFDO PRELOLW\ ILQDQFLDO LQGHSHQGence and the 
company of their spouses, no parent in this study met such basic application criteria. It 
was understood by most respondents and parents that the chance for parents to be 
granted a long-term visa was very small.   
 
Apart from the visa policy, the lack of overseas medical insurance for parents was 
another problem. Under the short-term visa, parents were not entitled to free medical 
care provided by the NHS in the UK. As parents are more likely to become ill as they 
age, the potential cost of private medical care imposed a great financial burden on 
both parents and children. Furthermore, living in the UK for parents entailed giving up 
the benefit of their medical insurance in China. The contrast between the medical 
expense in the UK and in China added another barrier to any likelihood of long-term 
parental care in the UK. 
  
Finally, even if parents were granted a long-term visa and free medical care in the UK, 
their lack of English would make any parents daily activity difficult, and would increase 
their dependency on their child, thereby reducing their own mobility. More than half of 
the parents (21 out of 33) in this study had never been to the UK or only came briefly 
as tourists. Furthermore, among the parents who came to look after their 
grandchildren, it was found that the lack of English, together with lifestyle changes, 
formed a potential threat to their psychological well-being (see section 5.2.2). 
7KHUHIRUH VXFK D SV\FKRORJLFDO FKDOOHQJH SRVHG D GLOHPPD IRU SDUHQWV¶ future 
settlement; they PD\VXIIHUIURPORQHOLQHVVDV³HPSW\QHVW´SDUHQWVLIWKH\UHPDLQHGLQ
China; but they may also suffer from loneliness and a sense of alienation if they were 
away from their familiar social environment in the UK.  
 
                                                             
38
 7KHZRUGLQJIURPWKH+RPH2IILFHLV³<RXPXVWSURYHWKDW<RXQHed long-term care to do everyday 
personal and household tasks; the care you need is not available or affordable in the country you live in; 
WKHSHUVRQ\RX¶OOEH MRLQLQJ LQWKH8.ZLOOEHDEOHWRVXSSRUWDFFRPPRGDWHDQGFDUHIRU\RXZLWKRXW




Given the difficulty of parents joining tKHLUFKLOGLQWKH8.LQRUGHUWRHQVXUHSDUHQWV¶
emotional well-being, the most viable and practical way would be for migrant children 
to return to China. The Annual Report on the Development of Chinese Returnees 
(2013) presented the following statistics: in 2012 nearly 3 million graduates returned 
after studying DEURDGRIWKHPFKRVH³WREHQHDUSDUHQWV´DVRQHRIWKHLUPDLQ
reasons to return (78.4% chose career development, and 66.7% chose lifestyle 
reasons) (Wang and Miao, 2013). These figures indicated a close relationship 
(inter-dependency) between parents and the one-child graduates39. Furthermore, the 
figures also show that parents may be the most significant factor for return migration, 
but not necessarily the only factor, as career opportunities and lifestyle in China were 
also major considerations. 
 
It is perhaps not surprising to find the confirmation of the RQO\ FKLOGUHQ¶V IHOW
responsibility towards their parents was among those who had already returned. The 
only children who remained in the UK represented the cohort that was not included in 
the Report. However, just as returnees went back to China for a variety of reasons, the 
one-child migrants also remained in the UK for a mixture of reasons (see Chapter 4), 
and the decisions to return or remain were not made based solely on the needs of 
parental long-term care. Therefore, it cannot be said that only children who remained 
overseas were necessarily less filial than those who returned. Chinese families have 
become so diverse that filial practices need to be assessed against their specific 
circumstances, rather than following a homogeneous standard of filial piety. The next 
two sections wilO GLVFXVV WKH SUDFWLFH RI ³ORQJ GLVWDQFH LQWLPDF\´ EHWZHHQ PLJUDQW
children and their parents, as well as the (unexpected) benefits that distance brought 
to the binding ties of the transnational one-child family.     
 
6.2.2 Long distance intimacy  
 
                                                             
39 According to the Report, 80% of the returnees in 2012 were aged between 24 and 30. Therefore, it 




to describe transnational intergenerational relations between Filipino migrant mothers 
and their young adult children left at home (Parreñas, 2015). As migration literature on 
WUDQVQDWLRQDO LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO UHODWLRQVKLSV WHQGV WR IRFXV RQ WKH PLJUDQWV¶
relationship with their younger family members, such as children, research rarely 
DGGUHVVHV ³LQWLPDF\´ LVVXHVZLWK WKHROGHUJHQHUDWLRQZKRDUHDOVo family members 
separated from adult migrants. Even less academic attention has been paid to the 
PLGGOHFODVVPLJUDQWV¶UHODWLRQVKLSZLWKWKHLUPiddle class parents living in the home 
country. Unlike economic migrants who send remittances home as a way to 
compensate for their physical absence, middle class parents do not need money from 
their migrant children. However, ³HPSW\ QHVW´ PLGGOH FODVV SDUents showed a 
significantly higher demand for emotional, over material needs. 
 
a. Home visits    
 
Home visits were usually the most effective way to bring comfort to parents, and both 
one-child migrants and non one-child migrants in this study had made frequent visits 
back home (see Table 13). All respondents saw their parents at least once a year, 
regardless of how long the migrant had lived in the UK. That is to say, some migrants 
who had lived in the UK for more than 10 years had also gone back to China on a 
yearly basis. Most of the respondents were full-time professionals and commonly 
HQWLWOHGWRGD\V¶DQQXDOKROLGD\Each home-visit lasts from 2 to 4 weeks. Therefore, 
WKHPDMRULW\RIUHVSRQGHQWV¶DQQXDOKROLGD\Vwere spent on home visits. 
 
 Table 13: Frequency of home visits 
one-child non 
one-child 
twice or more a year 5 2 
once a year 16 3 
every two years or longer 3* 1* 
have not been back 3** 0 
 
 
*Parents came to the UK to provide childcare, so no need to make home-visit. 
 228 
 
**Students who had been in the UK for less than a year. 
 
In factQR UHVSRQGHQWVFRPSODLQHGDERXW ³ORVLQJ´ WKHLUDQQXDOKROLGD\ (though they 
probably would not have felt able to complain to the researcher); on the contrary, they 
were proud of the long length of free time they could spend in visiting parents. 
Respondents frequently compared their annual visit with their peers who lived in China 
but at a different city from their parents; most of their peers also visited parents once a 
year, usually in thH ³FURZGHG &KLQHVH 1HZ <HDU WLPH´ DQG KDG VKRUWHU DQQXDO
holidays than migrants working in the UK. It was common for children to live in a 
GLIIHUHQW FLW\ RU GLIIHUHQW SURYLQFHV IURP WKHLU SDUHQWV $GXOW FKLOGUHQ¶V EXV\ lives in 
cities severely limited their home-visit frequency to parents, even if they lived in the 
same city. One-child migrants, like Yongan (male, 35, bank assistant), seemed to be 
able to reduce his sense of guilt with a rationalised calculation:  
 
³)RUH[DPSOH,KDYHIULHQGVZKROLYHLQthe same city as their parents, but they 
DUHEXV\ZRUNLQJ6D\ WKH\YLVLWSDUHQWVHYHU\RWKHUZHHNHQG LW¶VDERXW
days a year. My annual visit to China is also 25 days, no difference in number, 
RQO\WKHORQJGLVWDQFH´ 
 
The ³TXDQWLILFDWLRQ´ RI HPRWLRQDl care and the direct comparison with other adult 
children in China revealed the aspect of home visit motivation that focused on meeting 
the social requirement of once-a-year physical co-presence with parents. A study 
conducted among middle class French and American migrants in London revealed a 
less uniformed frequency to WKHLUKRPHYLVLWVUDQJLQJIURP\HDUO\YLVLWVWR³RQO\WZLFH
LQ\HDUV´ These home visits (both long distance and relatively short distance) were 
³RIWHQDVVRFLDWHGZLWKWKHOLIHF\FOH for example events such as weddings, the birth of 
DEDE\DQLOOQHVVRUGHDWK´)XUWKHUPRUHWKHVHHYHQWVZHUHUHODWHGQRWRQO\ to their 
parents, but also to members of the extended family (Ryan et al., 2015).  
 
In comparison, respondents in this study did not have an event-specific pattern to 
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make home visits40, visiting home was generally regarded as something natural and 
did not need a justification. The frequency and length of the home visit was also 
influenced by how children saw themselves in relation to WKH³VWDQGDUGILOLDOEHKDYLRXU´
of their peers in China. Therefore, the norm of how children should care for parents in 
China had its impact on migrants overseas. 
 
b. Daily communication with parents 
 
Most parents of migrants were themselves familiar with the latest communication 
technology. Both parents and migrant children managed a mixture of message, talk, 
DQG YLGHR FKDW ZLWK HDFK RWKHU RQ D ³VPDUW SKRQH´ DW D YHU\ ORZ FRVW 6XFK DQ
advanced form of international communication has transformed the practice of long 
distance intimacy. Apart from a small number of respondents whose parents 
sometimes had to work at the weekend, the majority kept a routine of 
video-chatting/telephoning with parents for at least an hour at the weekends. Video 
chatting happened more frequently among migrants who had child(ren), as the parents 
DOVRZDQWHGWR³VHH´WKHJUDQGFKLOGUHQ)XUWKHUPRUHRWKHUPHDQVRIFRPPXQLFDWLRQ
like messaging (text or photo), took place even more frequently; while daily 
communication was reported by both males and females. 
 
However, not all the respondents enjoyed this kind of frequent communication with 
parents; a small number of respondents found such communication with parents 
psychologically demanding and/or practically difficult. For example, Zhaohui (female, 
23, unmarried) found it difficult to express intimate emotion to her father; Ran (male, 
27, married) felWJXLOW\WKDW³LIP\0XPGRHVQ¶W FDOOPH,¶GIRUJHWWRFDOOKHU WKHQVKH¶G
be unhappy about it´'DKRQJIHPDOHXQPDUULHGNHpt daily messaging with her 
parents, but said the content of exchange was sometimes ³ERULQJ´ DQG ³WULYLDO´
Nevertheless, in spite of all these difficulties, these respondents still felt morally 
                                                             
40
 A small number of respondents reported goiQJEDFNIRUSDUHQWV¶RUJUDQGSDUHQWV¶LOOQHVV+RZHYHU
this kind of event-triggered visit was treated as a response to an emergency, rather than a planned 
family visiting holiday.    
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REOLJHG WR IXOILOO WKHLU SDUHQWV¶ HPRWLRQDO QHHGV E\ FRPPLWWLng time and patience to 
long-distance communication.  
 
It is difficult to say to what extent the practice of long distance intimacy derived from 
³ORYH DQG UHVSHFW´ RU ³DEVWUDFW GXW\´ 6KHQJ DQG 6HWWOHV  PRVW OLNHO\ LW ZDV
often a combination of the two. Respondents rarely contacted parents for their own 
emotional support, i.e. when they felt sad or anxious, they went to their spouse or 
IULHQGV LQ WKH8.RU LQ&KLQD IRUHPRWLRQDOFRPIRUW ³2QO\ WHOOSDUHQWVJRRGQHZV´
ZDV WKH ³JROGHQ UuOH´PHQWioned repeatedly by respondents; any emotional distress 
expressed by the migrant child would also bring anxiety to parents. Therefore, the 
frequent contact with parents, for migrant children, was more to do with looking after a 
SDUHQW¶V HPRWLRQDO ZHOO-being. The time and resource respondents spent in these 
caring activities (from home visits to daily messaging) showed a high level of 
dedication to fulfilling SDUHQWV¶HPRWLRQDOQHHGV ± and to making them happy.  
 
Older respondents generally showed more understanding of WKHLU SDUHQW¶VGHVLUH WR
hear from their child on a frequent basis. Bolin (female, 38, married, has 2 sons) was 
the oldest one-child respondent; she came to the UK in 2001. Having experienced 
changes in communication technology as well as changes in her personal life 
(marriage and children), Bolin gave a retrospective view on the conflict between 
frequent communication with parents and her daily routine in the UK:   
 
³6RPH\HDUVDJRZKHQZHKDGRQO\6N\SH ,¶GRSHQP\6N\SHZKHQ ,
went to work. My parents would also open Skype in China, as long as they 
VDZP\VWDWXVZDVµRQOLQH¶WKH\¶GNQRZ,ZDVWKHUH:HGLGQ¶WQHFHVVDULO\
need to chat, but that was their way to know where I was, whether I was 
safe. If one day I was QRW RQOLQH WKH\¶G SDQLF DQG Zonder what had 
happened to me. Before we had this current software, I used to text my 
SDUHQWVZKHUHYHU,ZHQWHYHQMXVWRXWVKRSSLQJZLWKP\VRQV«'R,IHHO
burdened? To be honest I used to think it was a bit of a trouble, but I can 
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ILOLDOSLHW\ WR WKHP%ROLQ¶VPRWKHUFLWHGDQ LQFLGHQWDVDQH[DPSOHRIKHUGDXJKWHU¶s 
care for parents. Bolin had shortened a Sunday family outing with her sons in order to 
get back on time to video chat with her SDUHQWV $OWKRXJK %ROLQ¶V SDUHQWV WRRN
emotional comfort from the indication that they were their GDXJKWHU¶VSULRULW\ on that 
occasion, they had tried nevertheless WR ³SXVK %ROLQ DZD\´ Bolin reported in her 
interview that sometimes while she was online chatting with her mother, her mother 
would ask her to stop the conversation and spend more time witK%ROLQ¶VRZQFKLOGUHQ
WKXV%ROLQIHOWDVHQVHRI³VHOIOHVVFDUH´IURPKHUSDUHQWV   
 
,QWKLVZD\WKHLQWHUQDWLRQDOGDLO\FRPPXQLFDWLRQEHFDPHD³JDPHRILQWLPDF\´; It was 
important for children to contact parents in spite of potential  inconvenience to show 
their filial piety, while it was also appropriate for parents to reject thHLUFKLOG¶V³VDFULILFH´
and not impose their emotional needs on their children. Nevertheless, the children¶V 
failure to keep up with frequent communication could cause parental anxiety or 
disappointment; DVDUHVXOWFKLOGUHQ¶VDYDLODELOLW\IRULQWHUQDWLRQDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQZDV
seen as vital to their SDUHQWV¶overall well-being. Thus the cycle continues: between 
one-FKLOGPLJUDQWVDQGWKHLUSDUHQWV LWZDV WKH WZRSDUWLHV¶ ³VDFULILFH´DQG³VHOIOHVV´
SDWWHUQ WKDWGURYH WKHG\QDPLFRI LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO LQWLPDF\7KLV NLQGRI ³RIIHUDQG
UHMHFW´ SDWWHUQ was found in other intergenerational activities in this study, such as 
FKLOGUHQ¶VJLIWEX\LQJIRUSDUHQWV           
 
The Dai and Dimond study (1998) showed that compared to American culture (which, 
generally speaking, reported more limited responsibility from children to parents), 
Chinese culture encouraged unlimited responsibility and devotion to parents or family. 
In the context of the middle class one-child transnational family, children held very 
limited material-providing responsibility, but the culturally prescribed guideline to 
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SURYLGH ³XQOLPLWHG´ HPRWLRQDO VXSSRUW ZDV IRXQG WREH VWLOO SHUYDVLYH $OWKRXJK LW LV
possible that some respondents did not actually call their parents as frequently as they 
FODLPHG WR WKH IDFW WKDW QR UHVSRQGHQW FULWLFL]HG WKHLU SDUHQWV IRU EHLQJ ³WRR
GHPDQGLQJ´ RU ³WDNLQJ XS WRR PXFK WLPH´ DW OHDVW VKRZHG WKDW XQFRQGLWLRQDOO\
supporting parental emotional needs was still considered to be the norm.  
 
Compared to children who lived in China, parents had limited means of contact, or to 
check on their only child, therefore the long distance may have exacerbated the 
intensity of communication (and need for reassurance about the well-being of children, 
and vice versa). Nevertheless, in most cases, the long distance was not a destructive 
factor for the parent-child relationship. The next section will look at how the long 
distance could also bond the nuclear family even more closely on a transnational level.  
 
6.2.3 ³6HOHFWLYHGLVWDQFLQJ´DQGWKHFORVHUSDUHQW-child bond 
 
³'LVWDQFHOHQGVHQFKDQWPHQW´RU³DEVHQFHPDNHVWKHKHDUWJURZIRQGHU´41) describes 
how interpersonal attraction may be enhanced by individuals being away from each 
other. While a study of 63 dating couples in the US supported such a claim (Jiang and 
Hancock, 2013), there is no similar research made about the parent-child relationship. 
Nevertheless, evidence in this study suggested that both parents and children were 
aware of the role distance played in smoothing their relationships. The majority of child 
respondents (both one-child and non one-child) and parent respondents indicated the 
importance of not living together under the same roof. The wish to live independently 




Different levels of tensions with parents were reported among the migrants who 
shared a house with their parents over a substantial period of time (when parents were 
                                                             
41
 The Bible, from Book of Proverbs. 
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looking after grandchildren or when migrant children went back to China for a long 
holiday). The cause of arguments ranged from everyday nitpicking to disputes about 
child rearing. In the opposite situation, not being able to see parents often made the 
time that parents and children spent with each other even more precious. Ran (male, 
27, married) had an authoritarian relationship with his parents, yet he felt much closer 
to his parents during each home-YLVLW ³:hen you meet only two weeks a year, you 
WHQGQRW WRDUJXHZLWKHDFKRWKHU\RXWHQGWRIHHOFORVHU´$QRQRQH-child migrant, 
Chuanli (male, 31, unmarried), also articulated a similar feeling regarding parents: 
³:KHQ \RX VHH SDUHQWs RQ D GDLO\ EDVLV \RX ZRQ¶W WUHDVXUH WKDW IHHOLQJ >EHWZHHQ
SDUHQWDQGFKLOG@,DSSUHFLDWHGILOLDOSLHW\PRUHDIWHU, OHIW&KLQD´ Overseas children 
were more likely to develop a romanticised view of the parent-child relationship, 
therefore increasing their likelihood to support the notion of filial piety.  
 
%HLQJSK\VLFDOO\DZD\IURP&KLQDDOVRJDYHWKHPLJUDQWVDQRSSRUWXQLW\WR³VHOHFWLYHO\
GLVWDQFH´WKHPVHOves from unwanted social relationships in China. Getting away from 
the complex social networks in China was one of the main reasons for migrants 
wanting to leave China and to remain in the UK (see Chapter 4). Relationships with 
friends and extended family members are often reported to grew thin as migrants 
remained overseas longer. However, some respondents saw this process as a filter 
ZKLFK OHIWRQO\³DXWKHQWLFUHODWLRQVKLSV´, as well as a way to disentangle themselves 
from socially imposed obligations from the extended familial and social networks in 
which they were formerly embedded.  
 
As a result of such a process, the longer migrants settled overseas, the fewer familial 
and social networks were maintained in China. The one-child respondents revealed a 
very limited bond with their extended family members, therefore parents became the 
strongest bond most migrants had in China. The decline in social contacts, particularly 
friendships, in China, appeared to be linked with a life-cycle pattern. 0LJUDQWV¶IULHnds 
in China were largely their peers in school or university before they left China. 
5HVSRQGHQWVIUHTXHQWO\PHQWLRQHG³HQWHULQJWKHVRFLHW\´LHVWDUWLQJD full-time job) 
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DQG³marriage´DVWZRVLJQLILFDQWSRLQWVRIFKDQJHVLQIULHQGVKLSVQiaolin (female, 36, 
non one-child, unmarried, has a daughter) left China when she was 19 and had spent 
17 years in the UK:  
 
³:KHQ,OHIW&KLQDP\JRRGIULHQGVZHUHDOOWHHQDJHUV. When I was studying 
in university here, we were still close and could chat about everything. But 
after we entered the society, we had very different experiences and started to 
see things differently «and then they got married, our lives led to different 
SDWKV«ODWHURQZKHQ,YLVLWHGthem in China, I found that we GLGQ¶t have much 
to talk abRXWEHFDXVH,GLGQ¶WKDYHIULHQGVDQ\PRUH´  
 
Not all the respondents had reached the stage where Qiaolin found herself in; however, 
the impact of significant life events on a friendship was exacerbated by the distinct 
physical and social spaces migrants and their friends inhabited. Nevertheless, not all 
long-distance networks were subject to decline. A very small number of respondents 
indicated close ties with relatives (in China and overseas), or had an awareness to 
maintain social ties in China for future career purposes. Respondents in the latter 
group attributed the sustaining of their social network in China to individualised factors 
such as personality and transnational business needs. 
 
Meanwhile, most respondents established a very limited social network in the UK; 
respondents were rarely socially involved with any of the local ethnic Chinese 
community, and the majority also found it difficult to make friends with the non-Chinese. 
The most common social contacts respondents had (after university) were from work, 
and LQ VRPH FDVHV RWKHU SDUHQWV IURP WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V QXUVHULHV This profile thus 
differs from WKHHFRQRPLF&KLQHVHPLJUDQWV¶ (e.g. low-skill migrants from Hong Kong 
and illegal migrants from Fujian with very limited resources) connections with the 
³&KLQHVHWUDQVQDWLRQDOQHWZRUN´ZKLFKSURYLGHGVRFLDODQGPDWHULDO UHVRXUFHs for its 




In the context of reducing social connections in China and weak social connections in 
the UK, the significance of parent-child relationships was more likely to be recognised 
among one-child migrants than among those children who lived in China. Such a bond 
became even more significant among those migrants who established their own family 
in the UK and had decided to settle. The majority said that parents were the only 
reason they still identified &KLQD DV ³KRPH´ $ VPDOO QXPEHU RI UHVSRQGHQWV ZHUH
eligible to adopt British citizenship42EXW WKHLUSDUHQWV¶EHLQJ LQ&KLQDZDV WKHPDLQ
reason why these respondents did not apply for a British passport.           
      
Although migrants may not practise filial piety as often as their counterparts in China, 
the abstract notion of filial piety may be better preserved (and idealized), at least in 
particular ways, among the overseas demographic. This is perhaps because by living 
overseas, away from their parents, they were less likely to take their intimacy with their 
parents for granted. Some participants spoke of their filial piety towards their parents 
by contrasting themselves to what they believed to be typical of British parent/child 
relations (one which they saw as less bound by norms of filial piety). Through such a 
comparison respondents showed a sense of pride about the closeness in Chinese 
families as well as their appreciation of filial piety. 7KLV DWWLWXGH HFKRHV ³IO\LQJ
JUDQGSDUHQWV¶´ SURXG IHHOLQJV DERXW &KLQHVH IDPLO\ UHODWLRQVKLS LQ FRPSDULVRQ WR
British families (see Chapter 5). 
 
In this sense, the abstract notion of filial piety had become a part of thH PLJUDQW¶V
LGHQWLW\ SDUW RI WKHLU ³&KLQHVHQHVV´ Such comments tended to be expressed by 
migrants who had child(ren) and who were thinking about their British-ERUQRIIVSULQJ¶V
cultural identity. Although the emphasis on filial piety as part of the migrants¶ ethnic 
identity may not necessarily transfer to the actual care of their parents in China, such 
an observation in this study witnessed the early (subconscious) internalisation of filial 
piety among the migrant community.  
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6.3 The continuity and discontinuity of the family contract through generations 
 
This section is about time, which includes the changing dynamic of the parent-child 
relationship in the life cycle process and the evolving family contract through 
multi-generations as perceived by one-child migrants. Family relations are not static, 
³RQH¶VHPRWLRQDODQGPDWHULDOQHHGVDUHVWURQJO\OLQNHGWRVWDJHVRIWKHLQGLYLGXDO¶VOLIH
F\FOH´%U\FHVRQDQG9XRUHOD ,IIDPLO\FRQWUDFWVDUHEDVHGRQWKHPXWXDO
dependency of parents and children, tKHQWKHGHWDLOVRIWKLV³GHSHQGHQF\´FKDQJHGDV
the younger generation developed its own branch of the family tree. The changing 
nature of family contracts did not mean its unwritten rules were methodologically 
impossible to capture. Nevertheless, it is important to examine a period of family 
relationships in the context of their past and future. This study has thus far presented 
the parent-child relationship in one-child families following a time line: up-bringing 
(Chapter 3), study abroad (Chapter 4), and overseas settlement (Chapter 5). The rest 
of this chapter will elaborate on the current stage of the parent-child relationship from 
the perspective of the past and the future.        
 
6.3.1 Family responsibility, marriage, and future migration decision  
 
Respondents in this study were at different stages of their lives; nearly half of the 
one-child sample was married. Marriage had a SURIRXQG LPSDFW RQ DQ LQGLYLGXDO¶V
short-term/long-term migration direction as well as the influence of parental needs on 
their plans. As shown in Chapter 4 (see Section 4.3.3), parental involvement in the 
FKLOGUHQ¶V PLJUDWLRQ GHFLVLRQ-making process was UHGXFHG VKDUSO\ DIWHU WKH FKLOG¶V
marriage, and the spouse became a more important factor. Therefore, it was perhaps 
not surprising to find that married respondents were more likely to express their wish to 
settle in the UK while unmarried respondents (single or in a relationship) were more 




Table 14: Intended country of settlement and marital status (one-child migrants) 
 
unmarried married total 
China 7 0 7 
UK 1 9 10 
Not clear 7 3 10 
 
Behind the differences in settlement choices was the shift in the family responsibilities 
migrants felt before and after marriage. While their career prospects had been an 
important factor in the XQPDUULHG UHVSRQGHQWV¶ GHFLVLRQ-making process, a small 
number of respondents (3) saw parental needs as the dominating factor and had 
planned to return to China solely because of it. Compared to the unmarried 
respondents, married respondents had a very different way of seeing their role in 
decisions about their migration and potential settlement in Britain: responsibilities not 
only expanded from the natal family to their own nuclear families, but sometimes also 
to the in-laws (especially if the spouse was also a one-child migrant). As Demin (male, 
33, married, has a son) put it:  
 
³$Q\ GHFLVLRQ \RX PDNH LV WKH UHVXOW RI FRPSURPLVHV DIWHU WDNLQJ DOO
aspects into consideration: not just your parents, but also your spouse, your 
FKLOGDQG\RXUVSRXVH¶VSDUHQWs$OORIWKHP´ 
 
In this complex decision-making web, as described by Demin, parental influence was 
clearly a weak strand. Furthermore, the fact that DHPLQ¶V ZLIH %HL\DR IHPDOH ) 
was also a one-child migrant, added to the pressure on this couple. Beiyao expressed 
a strong commitment towards the reunification with her parents in the future; she was 
willing to migrate to another country if that meant her parents could join her. However, 
Demin was less enthusiastic about this plan because of the potential practical 
FKDOOHQJHV³,KRSHVKHZLOOJUDGXDOO\DFFHSWVHWWOLQJKHUH>8.@´7KHUHIRUHPDUULDJH
added another level of the negotiation process that inevitably shaped the pre-marriage 




Significantly, women who married non-Chinese husbands (6 white British and 1 
Portuguese) had a more clearly expressed sense of belonging in the UK and were 
reluctant to regard returning to China as an option for their own nuclear family. It was 
especially noticeable among those who had child(ren); FKLOGUHQ¶VQHHGVwere regarded 
as the priority, and SDUHQWV¶QHHGVFame second. Nevertheless, most mothers in the 
study were prepared to go back to China for a temporary period when their SDUHQWV¶
needs became urgent (e.g. when they were very elderly or ill). Such a ³WHPSRUDU\
SHULRG´DVLQGLFDWHGE\GLIIHUHQWPRWKHUVUDQJHGIURPDIHZPRQWKVWRDIHZ\HDUV
largely depending on the needs of their own children.  
 
This shift towards a child-centred commitment had also been reinforced by the 
grandparents themselves, as the care provider, rather than the care demander (See 
Chapter 5). The one-child generation had relatively young parents, as only children are 
DOVRWKHLUSDUHQWV¶ILUVW-born DOVRQRWLFHDEOHLQWKLVVWXG\¶VVDPSOH7KLVIHDWXUHJave 
the one-child generation a gap in time: ideally the middle-age grandparents (in their 
50s or 60s) can help with childcare, and when grandparents became very elderly (in 
their 70s or 80s), the one-child parents would be in their 50s-60s with grown-up 
children. Such an age gap between the three generations avoided the clash of older 
care and childcare for the middle generation (i.e. the one-child generation). This kind 
of ideal timing was mentioned by a number of one-child respondents (married and 
unmarried) as a justification for making parental care responsibility secondary to the 
QHHGVRIWKHLURZQIDPLO\RUFDUHHUDWWKHFXUUHQWVWDJHRIWKHUHVSRQGHQWV¶OLYHVThe 
relative youthfulness of Chinese parents avoided WKHFDULQJ³VTXHH]H´which is more 
commonly found in British families, in particular, among the higher educated females 
whose childbearing is delayed and who are more likely to face the expectation of 
³WZR-way´ (³GRZQZDUG´WRFKLOGUHQDQG³XSZDUG´WRSDUHQWV care (Agree et al., 2003).   
 
There was a lack of comparison of male one-child migrants in a similar situation 
because no men in the sample had a non-Chinese spouse ± reflecting also the trend 
for British Chinese women to outmarry in much higher numbers than British Chinese 
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men (ONS, 2014). In fact, there was an imbalance in the number of male/female 
married one-child respondents (12 females and 2 males). In other words, the majority 
of female respondents in this study were married, while the majority of male 
respondents were unmarried. However, this imbalance in marital status is not 
incidental. Male respondents rejected the idea of having a non-Chinese spouse, while 
no such reference was found among female respondents43. Therefore, without such a 
spouse-preference, Chinese females were more likely to find a spouse than Chinese 
males44.   
 
1HYHUWKHOHVVPDOHPLJUDQWV¶³FRQVHUYDWLYH´DWWLWXGHs about marriage was consistent 
ZLWK WKHLUFRPPLWPHQW WRDPRUH³WUaditional form of filial piety´ a significantly larger 
proportion of unmarried male respondents were prepared to move back permanently 
to China for their parents than were their female counterparts. Although such a 
commitment was not found among the two married male one-child migrants in the 
study, more married male participants are needed to demonstrate how (or whether) 
parental influence is indeed being changed before and after marriage.  
 
An offspring¶V PDUULDJH LV UHJDUGHG DV D VLJQLILFDQW WXUQLQJ SRLQW LQ SDUHQW-child 
relationships in both China and the West. Although traditional perceptions are based 
upon a gender stereotype45, empirical research has shown a more gender-balanced 
profile with regard to marriage and the parent-child relationship (Barrett and Morman, 
2012, Marrill, 2011, Zhang, 2009). While children in transnational families also 
experienced such a change in their relationship with parents as they established their 
own families, the implications for the family were profound; the shifting commitment 
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 The 2011 Census showed that, in terms of inter-ethnic marriages, ³the biggest difference between 
the sexes was found with the Chinese group, where women were almost twice as likely (39%) to be in 
an inter-ethnic relationship as men (20%)´ (ONS, 2014). In this study, the majority of married women 
had a non-Chinese spouse (9 out of 12), while both of the 2 married men had a Chinese wife.   
44
 ,W ZDV QRW FOHDU WR ZKDW H[WHQW WKH GLIIHUHQFH EHWZHHQ &KLQHVH PDOH DQG IHPDOH¶V LQWHU-ethnic 
PDUULDJHSHUFHQWDJHZDVFDXVHGE\WKHPDOH¶VUHVLVWDQFHWRDQRQ-Chinese spouse. It is not impossible 
that male respondents emphasized their personal preference to cover the embarrassment (or 
discrimination) they experienced in the inter-ethnic marriage market. 
45




from parents in China to spouse and off-spring in the UK could directly shape, or 
sometimes completely alter, the future migration decision of the child. As a result, the 
temporarily separated status of the one-child family was likely to become permanent. 
Without any other children, parents of the transnational one-child migrants may even 
become the last generation of the family line to live in China. 
 
6.3.2 The older generation: coming to terms with the intergenerational transition 
 
Parents of the one-child migrants in this study wHUHERUQDQGEURXJKWXSGXULQJ0DR¶V
communist era, and their parents were largely uneducated peasants, except for a very 
small number of educated cases. If the 1978 reform marked the beginning of 
modernisation of China, then the parent cohort in this study arguably represented the 
PRUH³PRGHUQ´JURXSLQWKHLUJHQHUDWLRQ they emerged as the new middle class, had 
shown a tendency towards an unconventional relationship with their child (see Chapter 
3), and had sent their child to study abroad. Furthermore, half of the 7 parents 
interviewed in this study were prepared to migrate to the UK permanently if the 
migration policy were to be relaxed.  
 
How did parents of the one-child migrants see the contrast between the two 
generations with regard to up-bringing, filial duty towards the older generation, and 
VLEOLQJ FRPSDQLRQVKLS" 5DQ¶V PDOH  VRIWZDUH HQJLQHHU IDWKHU  IRUPHU
manager of a state-owned factory) provided a summary which echoed many other 
SDUHQWV¶UHVSRQVHV 
 
³0DQ\SHRSOHFDQ¶WXQGHUVWDQGIRUexample, I had 6 siblings, yet I have only 
FKLOGGR,IHHOVRUU\DERXWLW"1R,GRQ¶WIHHOVRUU\DWDOO:K\"2QHUHDVRQ
LVWKHSROLF\¶VUHVWULFWLRQ7KHRWKHUUHDVRQLVWKDWP\ZLIHDQG,GLGQ¶WKDYH
much money. We were struggling with only one child because of the long 




we did think about the idea of having another child, but the desire was not 
strong. If you ask me how do I feel about the loss of sibling companionship, I 
tell you it was painful for me to have so many siblings. Our family was 
SRRU«7KHELJKDSS\ IRXr-generation-under-the-same-roof kind of family in 
ROG&KLQDUHIHUVWRWKHULFKODQGRZQHUV¶ IDPLO\QRWSRRUSHDVDQWV¶IDPLO\OLNH
PLQH«6RZHGLGQ¶WKDYHDVWURQJGHVLUH WRKDYHDVHFRQGFKLOG:HDUH
educated. My parents were uneducated and illiterate. What could they teach 
XV"$OOP\0XPHYHUWROGPHZDVWRVDYHPRQH\DQGWRVWXG\KDUG´      
 
5DQ¶VIDWKHU¶VJHQHUDWLRQZDVYHU\VLPLODUWRWKHLUFRXQWHUSDUWs in Singapore; middle 
class Chinese Singaporeans born in the 1960s and 1970s experienced rapid 
economic growth in the late 20th Century, which Kristina Göransson (2009) described 
DV WKH ³VDQGZLFK JHQHUDWLRQ´ 7KLV WHUP KHUH GRHV QRW PHDQ WKH PLG-age couple 
struggling between the needs of the elderly and the young; it refers to the generation 
EHWZHHQWKH³ROGWUDGLWLRQV´DQGWKH³PRGHUQZRUOG´/LNH5DQ¶VIDWKHUDQGPDQ\RWKHU
parents in this VWXG\ WKH 6LQJDSRUHDQ ³VDQGZLFK JHQHUDWLRQ´ LQ WKH st Century 
enjoyed a comfortable lifestyle and were able to provide high-quality material and 
educational resources for their next generation. Such a lifestyle stood in sharp contrast 
to their childhoodV¶ :KHQ IDFHG ZLWK ³LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO GLVFRQWLQXLW\´ (Göransson, 
2009:35), Singaporean parents used strategies to manage generational difference in 
everyday interactions with their children and their parents. However, parents in this 
study lacked the everyday physical and social space to bridge the generational gap. 
 
As Göransson pointed out, the so-called sandwich generation was a class-related 
phenomenon and did not apply to all members of that age group. Similarly, parents in 
WKLVVWXG\ZHUHWKH³PRGHUQ PLQRULW\´LQFRPSDULVRQWR³WKHPRUHFRQYHQWLRQDOPDMRULW\´
LQWKHLUFRPPXQLW\)RUH[DPSOHSDUHQWUHVSRQGHQWVSURPRWHG³PRGHUQHOHPHQWV´RI
family relations, such as a more egalitarian relationship and a less dependent older 
generation, in contrast to tKHLUREVHUYDWLRQRIPRUH³WUDGLWLRQDO´IDPLOLHVDURXQGWKHP
2QH PRWKHU FLWHG D FROOHDJXH¶V ³KDOI-MRNLQJ´ FRPPHQW DJDLQVW WKH LGHD RI the 
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transnational one-child family to show that by letting her daughter remain overseas, 
VKH EHFDPH WKH ³GLIIHUHQW´ PLQRULty among her peers. While parents may have 
SURPRWHGWKHLU³PRGHUQQHVV´LQIURQWRIWKHUHVHDUFKHURUZHUHWDNLQJSULGHIURPLWWR
justify their transnational relationship with their child, the following case showed the 
VHULRXVVWUXJJOHEHWZHHQWKH³PRUHPRGHUQLQGLYLGXDO´DQGWKHVWLOOFRQVHUYDWLYHVRFLDO
norms in the local community. 
 
Zhaohui (female, 23, student) came from a small town in South China, and she 
reported that some parents in her home town prevented their child from going to 
university so that the child would not leave the parents. After her mother was 
SDUDO\VHGVHYHUDO\HDUVDJRLQVWHDGRIEHLQJD³ILOLDOGDXJKWHU´DQGWDNLQJXSWKHUROH
DVKHUPRWKHU¶VFDUHU=KDRKXLFDPHWRGRKHU0DVWHU¶VGHJUHH LQ/RQGRQDQGZDV
determined to get a distinction: 
 
³,QRXUVPDOOWRZQHYHU\RQHNQRZVZKDWHYHU\RQH¶VFKLOGUHQDUHGRLQJWKH\¶G
compare with each other. I want my Dad to be able to tell others with pride when 
KHZDVDVNHGDERXWPH«,NQRZKHVXIIHUHGDJUHDWGHDOIURPWKHJRVVLS´  
 
=KDRKXL¶VIDWher (56) became semi-retired from his job as an accountant in order to 
look after his paralysed wife and his aged mother. When asked for his opinion about 
KLVGDXJKWHU¶VEHLQJIDUDZD\KHUHSOLHG  
 
³,KDGWKHFKDQFHWROHDYH>WKHVPDOOWRZQ@ZKHQ,ZDV\oung, but I stayed for 
P\SDUHQWVQRZ, UHJUHW LW«,W¶VDGLIIHUHQW WLPHQRZ ,W¶VQRWJRRG WR WLH\RXU
child to you. I know some parents want their child near, but I have let the kite go 
looVH6KHFDQIO\DVIDUDVVKHZDQWV´          
 
This more sharply-felt parental struggle with the peer group pressure was more likely 
to be found in more conservative regions in China, while parents from big cities did not 




sense of disappointment and perhaps some sadness among parents. Mothers were 
more likely than fathers to show an ambivalence towards the asymmetrical 
intergenerational support (see Chapter 5). 
 
%HL\DR¶VIHPDOHmarried, has a son) mother (55, teacher) emphasized a ZRPDQ¶V
disadvantage for her generation: 
 
³7R EH KRQHVW P\ JHQHUDWLRQ GLGQ¶W OLYH IRU RXUVHOYHV ZH ZHUH DOZD\V
WKLQNLQJ DERXW RWKHUV¶ QHHGV /RRN ZH GLG WKLQJV IRr our parents and 
parents-in-law. As for our husbands, we have to support our husbands, let 
him advance in his career without worrying about the family. We women 
KDYHRXURZQMREWRRDQGZHPXVWGRHTXDOO\ZHOOLQRXUFDUHHUWKDW¶VDORW
of hard work. Also, we need to look after our child, and hope our child will 
achieve high. Our ZRPHQ¶VOLIHLVUHDOO\UHDOO\KDUG´ 
 
5DQ¶V (male, 27, married) mother (51, businesswoman) thought such a generational 
GLIIHUHQFHZDV³XQIDLU´    
 
³6RPHWLPHV , VDLG WR P\ KXVEand, that we are more or less the last 
generation that need to materially support our parents for filial piety. We do 
not need the next generation to materially support us when we are old and 
we are also left alone by the next generation (laugh). My generation is the 
most exploited. We need to look after the previous generation, but the next 
JHQHUDWLRQLVQRWJRLQJWRORRNDIWHUXV´ 
 
Fathers indicated their opinion more indirectly. For example, the two fathers who were 
interviewed with their wives nodded while the mothers talked about their 
disappointment about the asymmetrical intergenerational transfer. The fact that the 
researcher was a young female may have been a factor for such a gendered response. 
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Moreover, the one-child policy and the increased job competition in cities had a more 
negative impact on women than men; 2 mothers had to have an abortion when they 
were pregnant after their child was born, one because of the policy, the other one 
because of the lack of time to look after 2 children46. It was unclear to what extent 
parents felt negatively about the generational difference. Nevertheless, the evidence 
from the interviews showed the SDUHQWV¶ emotional struggle to come to terms with the 
generational changes compared to the previous generation, as well as compared to 
their peers in the same generation. 
 
However, the feeling of unfairness and disappointment was overshadowed by the 
IHHOLQJRIVDWLVIDFWLRQSDUHQWVH[SUHVVHGDERXWWKHLUFKLOG¶VDFKLHYHPHQWDQGKRZWKH\
had contributed to it. Parents repeatedly indicated that they only wanted their child to 
EHKDSS\DQGGLGQRWGHPDQGDQ\WKLQJLQUHWXUQ+RZHYHUZKHQ³KDSSLQHVV´EHFDPH
a moral obligation (see below), a new generational tension emerged between parents 
and the one-child migrants. The next section will discuss the one-FKLOG PLJUDQWV¶
perception of the pressure and values they inherited from the previous generation.     
 
6.3.3 The younger generation: the new pressure and the selective inheritance  
 
³,I,¶PQRWKDSS\DERXWP\OLIHKHUHLW¶VLPSRVVLble that my parents would 
be happy. This is certain. If my life were in a crisis, they would feel 
KHOSOHVV ,ZRQ¶W OHW WKDWKDSSHQ6RWKLV LVP\ILOLDOSLHW\WRWKHP´7LDQ
female, 31, lecturer). 
 
7LDQ¶VGHILQLWLRQRIILOLDOSLHW\DQGher projection of what she takes to be its essential 
element -- ³VHOIKDSSLQHVV´± represented, for most respondents, an important part of 
their filial duty. It was in accordance with WKHWUDGLWLRQDOFRQFHSWRIILOLDOSLHW\WKDW³D
                                                             
46
 In the latter case, the mother had her first child in 1976, and was pregnant again in 1978. The 
one-child policy was not enforced then, but because she and her husband were working full time without 
extra childcare help, she had to abort the child. Both the mother and the father revealed deep regret 
about the abortion in the interview.  
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FKLOG¶VDFKLHYHPHQWLVQRWRQO\DPDWWHUof personal success, it brings honour to the 
IDPLO\´*|UDQVVRQ+RZHYHUWKHPRUDOREOLJDWLRQWREH³KDSS\´ZDVDQHZ
requirement. One-child respondents expressed an ambivalent attitude towards the 
³KDSSLQHVV´REOLJDWLRQ:KLOHVRPHDFFHSWHG³EHLQJKDSS\´SDUWO\DVWKHLUGXW\ OLNH
Tian, some expressed the pressure associated with it. The following extracts from Yizi 
and her mother illustrate the story from two sides:  
 
³:H MXVW KRSH VKH ><L]L@ FDQ OLYH HYHU\ GD\ KDSSLO\ LQ WKH 8. ZLWK OHVV
presVXUH,IVKHFDQJHWXVHGWRWKHOLIHLQ/RQGRQWKHQVWD\$VIRUXVOHW¶V
just keep things as they are, because we don't know where or when she will 
KDYH D IDPLO\ WKHUH DUH WRR PDQ\ XQFHUWDLQWLHV ,¶YH GLVFXVVHG LW ZLWK P\
husband, we both agreed that it doesn't matter where she chooses to stay, as 




as I am happy, but that puts greater SUHVVXUHRQPH,VD\WRWKHPWKDW,¶OOEH
very happy if you two can take good care of yourselves. I hope they can keep 
KHDOWK\ PDLQWDLQ WKHLU RZQ VRFLDO FLUFOH DQG GRQ¶W IRFXV WRR PXFK RQ PH´
(Yizi).  
 
From the parent¶s side (both according to interviews with the 7 parents and what 
children reported), there was a strongly expressed altruistic attitude with regard to 
parental expectations from their adult children. This was also associated with the 
SDUHQWV¶ WHQGHQF\ WR VKRZ D JUHDWHU OHYHO of independence in the future care 
UHODWLRQVKLS DQG ³QRW WR EHFRPH D EXUGHQ´ ZKLFK Zould ³GUDJ GRZQ WKH FKLOGUHQ¶V
steps to a good life´. Again, as noted in the previous section, the parental tendency to 
hide negative feelings from the researcher (sometimes from their child as well) may 




However, the SDUHQWV¶³FRQVFLRXVGLVWDQFLQJ´GLGQRWHIIHFWLYHO\UHGXFH the FKLOGUHQ¶V





KDYH DVNHG VRPHWKLQJ IURP PH«WKLV ORYH LV WRR KHDY\´ %ROLQ IHPDOH 38, 
export manager).  
 
The psychological pressure was not explicitly expressed among non one-child 
migrants. Although it cannot be assumed that migrants with siblings did not feel the 
PRUDOREOLJDWLRQWR³EHKDSS\´LWwaVWKHDEVROXWHIRFXVRQWKH³RQHDQGRQO\´FKLOG
that intensified the emotional expectation and obligation between family members. In 
addition, the long distance separation added to the regular obligation to comfort the 
SDUHQWV¶HYHU\GD\DQ[LHW\)RUPVRIHPRWLRQDOUHFLSURFLW\were clearly more complex 
and subtle than material forms of reciprocity. While the parents believed they were 
EHLQJ ³VHOIOHVV´ QRW WR DVN DQ\WKLQJ IURP WKHLU FKLOG LQ UHWXUQ D VPDOO QXPEHU RI
children indicated that they preferrHG SDUHQWV WR EH PRUH ³VHOILVK´ While parents 
ZDQWHGWKHLUFKLOG WRIRFXVRQ³KDYLQJDKDSS\ OLIH´FKLOGUHQFRQVLGHUed themselves 
³VHOILVK´IRUSULRULWL]LQJWKHLURZQQHHGVFDUHHURYHUSDUHQWDOQHHGV6XFKDSULQFLSOH
RIVKRZLQJGHYRWLRQWRHDFKRWKHU¶VZHOO-being waVVLPLODUWRWKH³JDPHRI LQWLPDF\´
SOD\HG E\ SDUHQW DQG FKLOG LQ WHUPV RI HDFK SDUW\¶V DYDLODELOLW\ RI ORQJ-distance 
communication.        
 
The perception of what constituted selfish or altruistic behaviours from parents and 
children blurred the boundary and led to a mixed impact on intergenerational 
relationships. Children sometimes learnt about their responsibility for their parents by 
watching how their parents treated their grandparents. Two respondents in this study 
H[SOLFLWO\ H[SUHVVHG KRZ WKH SUHYLRXV JHQHUDWLRQ¶V ³ILOLDO EehaviouU´ LQIOXHQFHd their 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJRI³ILOLDOSLHW\´; it was common to hear child respondents mention their 
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SDUHQWV¶ FDUH DQG ODFN RI FDUH IRU WKHLU JUDQGSDUHQWV 7KHUHIRUH WKH ³VDQGZLFK
JHQHUDWLRQ´SDUHQWVPD\have regarded some of the care/support duties to the older 
generation as being ³RXWGDWHG´ DQG would not wish their only child to repeat the 
hardship they had had when juggling between work and family. Nevertheless, by 
ZDWFKLQJ WKHLU SDUHQWV SHUIRUPLQJ WKH ³RXWGDWHG´ GXWLHV WR WKHLU JUDQGSDUHnts 
generation, the child was likely to understand (early on) how the IDPLO\³ZRUNV´ZKHQ
the older generation became in need of care. However, when the one-child generation 
EHFRPHROGHQRXJKWR³SD\EDFN´WKHIDPLO\DQGVRFLDODSSDUDWXVZKLFKIDFLOLWDWHG the 
³FRQYHQWLRQDOLQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDOVXSSRUW´ may have changed.   
 
Therefore, the one-child migrants, who benefited from a better education and 
economic growth, may not have shown as much intergenerational support as the 
previous generation, but it did not necessarily mean the traditional family practices 
were not valued in their perception. When talking about the possibility of a care 
institution in the SDUHQWV¶ORQJ-term care plan, parents showed a greater support for the 
idea than did their children. No parents were (openly) negative about institutional care, 
whereas 8 out of 33 child respondents (one-child and non one-child) were strongly 
DJDLQVWLWEHOLHYLQJLWZDVLPPRUDOWR³DEDQGRQ´SDUHQWVLQDQLQVWLWXWLRQ   
 
Research conducted in China showed evidence that supported this finding. Using data 
from the 2006 China General Social Survey, Hu and Scott found that more highly 
HGXFDWHG SHRSOH GLVSOD\HG ³D VWURQJHU WUDGLWLRQDO VXSSRUW´ IRU UHFLSURFDWHG SDUHQWDO
care, and that ³moral imperatives for filial piety remain strong and highly consistent 
DFURVV JHQHUDWLRQV´ +X DQG 6FRWW  %\ FRQGXFWLQJ IRFXV JURXSV ZLWK HOGHUO\
parents in institutional care in Nanjing (a major city in east China) as well as their adult 
children in 2008-2009, Zhan et al found WKDW³>L@URQLFDOO\WKHHOGHUVRIWHQDSSHDUHGWR
be more open-minded and willing to accept institutional long-term care than their adult 
FKLOGUHQ´=KDQHWDO7KHODWWHUUHVHDUFKHFKRHVWKH³XQH[SHFWHGILQGLQJ´RID
survey conducted in Baoding (a city in north China) in 1994; it revealed more 




The parents¶ DQG FKLOGUHQ¶V DPELYDOHQFH WR VXFK D UHFLSURFDO UDWLRQDOH VKRZed a 
family contract in transition. First, one-child migrants still regarded the looking after 
SDUHQWV¶HPRWLRQDOZHOO-being as their duty; the perceived acceptable amount of duty 
had VKLIWHG IURP WKH QRWLRQ RI ³XQOLPLWHG UHVSRQVLELOLW\ VHOI-VDFULILFH DQG GHYRWLRQ´ 
(Sheng and Settles, 2006:302) to an emerging emphasis on individual aspiration. 
Second, parents, of the one-child migrants were caught between a more traditional 
UHFLSURFDO UHODWLRQVKLS ZLWK WKHLU RZQ SDUHQWV DQG D ³UHFRQfigureG UHFLSURFLW\´ .HQ
2014) expectation from their only child. Finally, both parents in China and migrant 
children in the UK have had to develop a coping strategy against peer pressure. 
Therefore, the complex interpretation of family contract(s) was arguably the outcome 
of both generations coming to terms with the changing family form through a changed 
space (because of migration) and time (between different generations).    
 
6.4 Summary  
 
The 21st Century Chinese family contract has become more diverse: its cultural origin, 
filial piety, can be traced back to well before Confucius47. Filial piety has been 
reconstructed during the changes of political regimes in China in the 20th Century; the 
FRQFHSW¶VFRQWHQWZDVIXUWKHUIUDJPHQWHGGXULQJ WKHSRVW-1978 reforms period. With 
the emergence of the one-child generation and the rise of middle class families in 
China, intergenerational support experienced radical changes in terms of its material 
DQG SUDFWLFDO VXSSRUW IORZ ,Q WKLV FRQWH[W WKH RQO\ FKLOGUHQ¶s settling in a far away 
Western country, such as the UK, brought new challenges for the younger and older 
generation, namely, to find a way to balance the abstract notion of filial piety with the 
21st Century reality.       
 
,Q VSLWH RI &KLQD¶V GHYHORSPHQW RI D PDUNHW HFRQRP\ DQG LWV HQJDJHPHQW ZLWK
globalisation, families are stLOO WKH SULPDU\ VRFLDO XQLW IRU VXSSRUW 6XFK ³$VLDQ
                                                             
47
 Confucius embellished an already established cultural idea (Legge, 1899:450). 
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GHYHORSPHQW VWUDWHJLHV´ &UROO  SURPRWHG the family contract over the social 
contract. One-child transnational families are the minority (and new) family type in the 
context of a Chinese society whLFK VWLOO UHJDUGHG ³SK\VLFDO FORVHQHVV´DV WKHQRUP
Transnational family members have been under social pressure to compensate for the 
³SK\VLFDO VHSDUDWHQHVV´ ZLWK D PRUH SHUYDVLYH HPRWLRQDO XQLW\ 6XFK HPRWLRQDO
obligations of intergenerational reciprocity may be less visible in terms of how migrants 
and their parents behaved, but were still influential in how they felt about their 
(expected) behaviour. 
 
Without siblings, the normative distribution of responsibility among one-child families 
was more straightforward but also more intense. The rapidly changing socioeconomic 
environment in China has widened the generational gap; as a result the existing family 
contract is no longer straightforwardly or easily applicable to the future generation.  
 
Therefore, the one-child generation and their parents had to adapt themselves to new 
rules and dynamics of intergenerational support given their specific circumstances. In 
addition, when separated by long distances, and faced with possible permanent 
household separation, only children and their parents faced a challenge that had never 
been faced by Chinese families before. There was no longer a normatively prescribed 
Chinese family contract, but rather a new context in which aspiring families in 
transition had to re-negotiate new ways of relating to, and interacting, with one 
another. 




Chapter 7. Conclusion  
 




Previous research into mainland Chinese migrants has been largely focused on 
migrants from a deprived background living a marginalised life in host countries; illegal 
migrants from Fujian province, for example, have been a main migrant cohort for 
public and academic concern. At the other end of the spectrum, the international 
investment of the wealthy mainland Chinese became a headline focus especially after 
the 2008 financial crisis48.    
 
7KLV UHVHDUFK EULQJV DWWHQWLRQ WR WKH ³PLGGOH UDQJH´ PDLQODQG &KLQHVH PLJUDQWV
These migrants possess a certain amount of capital resources in China and in the host 
country. These resources opened up more choices in terms of education, career and 
lifestyle. Meanwhile, having such resources and choices has also meant uncertainty 
DQG ULVN ³0LGGOH UDQJH´ migrants have more to lose than the working class and/or 
LOOHJDO PLJUDQWV EXW OHVV WUDQVQDWLRQDO PRELOLW\ FRPSDUHG WR WKH ³DIIOXHQW HOLWH´
ThereforHWKH³PLGGOHUDQJH´PLJUDQWVare sensitive and vulnerable towards political 
and economic changes in both China and the host country.  
 
+RZHYHU WKH ³PLGGOH UDQJH´ &KLQHVH PLJUDQWV DUH QRW KRPRJHQHRXV ZLWKLQ WKH
cohort there were sub-divisions of migrants with different levels of mobility and 
affluence. This research produced a close comparison with Vanessa FRQJ¶VUHVHDUFK
which is also about one-FKLOG PLJUDQWV LQ :HVWHUQ GHYHORSHG FRXQWULHV )RQJ¶V
longitudinal study started as an ethnographic research about one-child Chinese 
                                                             
48
 )RUH[DPSOHVHH³Wealthy Chinese flock to the West´BBC (28 July, 2010). Available at 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/10760368  Accessed 28 February 2016.   
³Surge in Chinese house buying spurs global backlash´Financial Times (25 February, 2016). Available 
at http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/fcc2d346-bcd3-11e4-9902-00144feab7de.html#axzz41SY0lGml Accessed 
28 February 2016. 
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families in Dalian (2004). Her participants were drawn largely from middle income or 
lower-middle income families, and had an average or below-average academic 
attainment. Fong (2011) followed her one-child participants as they grew up and went 
DEURDG WR VWXG\ %RWK JURXSV RI SDUWLFLSDQWV IURP WKLV UHVHDUFK DQG IURP )RQJ¶V
research went to school in the 1990s and went abroad during 2000 and 2010. 
Notwithstanding the shared macro-level environment, the micro-level difference in 
family background and the academic attainment of the two groups of one-child 
migrants, there was a distinctively different migration strategy and socioeconomic 
outcome.  
 
In the decision-making process to study abroad )RQJ¶V SDUWLFLSDQWV FKRVH WR VWXG\
mainly in Japan and Ireland because these countries were cheaper and had lower 
language/academic requirements. A commRQURXWHRIPLJUDWLRQ LQ)RQJ¶VUHVHDUFK
ZDVWR³EX\DYLVD´E\HQWHULQJDFRXUVHLQWKHFKHDSHVWODQJXDJHVFKRROLQWKHKRVW
country. Parents usually exhausted their savings to help with this initial stage. During 
their time in language schools, the students had to support themselves and save for a 
university degree course by doing extensive part-time jobs. The urgency to earn 
money and the little time to study, weak language skills and below-average academic 
attainment, in addition to the pressure to fuOILOO WKHLUSDUHQWV¶H[SHFWDWLRQs (hence the 
reluctance to return to China), all formed a vicious circle, and limited many one-child 
PLJUDQWV¶XS-ward mobility in the host country as well as their career advancement. 
 
In comparison, most one-child migrants in this research came from above-average 
income families, and the majority were above-average or top students in China. These 
students had much less financial pressure in overseas education costs, and their 
priority was to get into a high-ranking university. Half of the sample entered a Russell 
Group university, and the majority were postgraduate degree holders. Following their 
graduation, most one-child migrants, with the help from their parents, had a relatively 
smooth transition into professional jobs, property ownership and parenthood in the UK. 
%HWZHHQ )RQJ¶V SDUWLFLSDQWV DQG WKLV UHVHDUFK¶s participants, there was a shared 
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aspiration for ³:HVWHUQ´ DIIOXHQFH +RZHYHU WKH SURILOHV RI RQH-child migrants 
generated from these two separate studies clearly demonstrated that the difference in 
the transnational mobility trajectory resulted from a difference in parental income and 
WKHFKLOG¶VDFDGHPLFSHUIRUPDQFHLQ&KLQD   
 
0RUHDQGPRUH\RXQJSHRSOHIURP&KLQD¶V³PLGGOHFODVV´IDPLOLHVDUHOLNHO\WR join the 
migration wave and pursue their transnational aspirations and exploit the associated 
social and professional mobility openings. As most Western receiving countries have 
tightened their migration policies, apart from the most affluent and the illegal migrants, 
becoming an international student is likely to be a popular route of entry chosen by 
IXWXUHPLJUDQWVWKXVDGGLQJWRWKHGLYHUVLW\RIWKH³PLGGOHUDQJH´PLJUDQWVDVZHOODV
FRPSOLFDWLQJWKHWUDQVQDWLRQDOPRELOLW\SURILOHDVVRFLDWHGZLWK³LQWHUQDWLRQDO VWXGHQWV´  
 
Ronald Skeldon noted the year 1978 as the turning point of the Chinese migration 
history with the incorporation of China into the global community as well as the global 
VSUHDGLQJRIKLJKO\GLYHUVH³QHZ´PLJUDQWVIURPPDLQODQG&KLQD6NHOGRQSointed out 
WKDW³&KLQHVH2YHUVHDV´LV³DKLJKO\KHWHURJHQHRXVSKHQRPHQRQDQGHVVHQWLDOL]LQJLW
into a transnational community of Chinese Overseas is not doing justice to the real 
VLWXDWLRQ´ 7KHVNHWFKRIRQH-child migrants in this research, especially in 
FRPSDULVRQWR9DQHVVD)RQJ¶VILQGLQJVcontributes to WKHFRPSOH[SLFWXUHRI³WKHUHDO
VLWXDWLRQ´+RZHYHUWKHHPSKDVLVRQKHWHURJHQHLW\FHUWDLQO\GRHVQRWLPSO\DODFNRI
shared features between those different Chinese migrant cohorts. The point here is 
that migrants are multidimensional individuals, and no single dimension should be 
over interpreted to imply a similarity (or difference) of the other dimensions. In other 
ZRUGVZKHQXVLQJFDWHJRULHVVXFKDV³&KLQHVHPLJUDQWV´³VWXGHQWV´RU³PLGdle class 
PLJUDQWV´WKHRWKHUDVSHFWVRIWKHPLJUDQWV¶OLYHVVKRXOGQRWEHWDNHQIRUJUDQWHG, nor 






7.1.2 The migration decision-making process and the family life cycle 
 
Personal life cycle and family are both important in influencing decisions concerning 
migration and its aftermath. ³2QH¶VHPRWLRQDODQGPDWHULDOQHHGVDUHVWURQJO\OLQNHGWR
VWDJHVRI WKH LQGLYLGXDO¶V OLIHF\FOH´ %U\FHVRQDQG9XRUHOD)LQGLQJV IURP
WKLVUHVHDUFKVKRZHGWKDWRQH¶Vsense of responsibility LVDOVRVWURQJO\OLQNHGWRRQH¶V
life stage, which involves changes in the content of responsibility, and towards the 
people one was responsible for. More specifically, as shown in the accounts presented 
in this study, marriage and the forming of one¶s own family was a significant point 
where one-FKLOG PLJUDQWV¶ VSRXVH DQG RIIVSULQJ EHFDPH WKH SULRULW\ RI WKHLU ³IDPLO\
UHVSRQVLELOLW\´ZKLOHWKHLU³ILOLDOGXW\´WRZDUGVSDUHQWVEHFDPHVHFRQGDU\7KLVLVDOVR
the period when a migrant may became committed to remaining in the host country. 
HowevHUDVDPLJUDQW¶VRIIVSULQJJURZXSDQGWKHPLJUDQW¶VSDUHQWVEHFRPHHOGHUO\
WKHPLJUDQW¶Vsense of responsibility may shift to parents (if they were still alive), hence 
the disposition to return to China.  
 
The migration pathway ZDV EDVHG RQ WKH PLJUDQWV¶ OLIH F\FOH EXW ZDV DOVR
VXEVWDQWLDOO\ VKDSHG E\ WKH OLIH F\FOHV RI WKH LQGLYLGXDO¶V FORVH IDPLO\ PHPEHUV OLNH
parents and offspring. Therefore, by combining the influence of family and life cycle, 
the family life cycle model provided another approach to help clarify the factors 
VKDSLQJ WKHPLJUDQWV¶ ORQJ WHUPPLJUDWLRQGHFLVLRQ7KLV ILQGLQJZDVFRQVLVWHQWZLWK
-RKDQQD:DWHUV¶ ORQJLWXGLQDO UHVHDUFK LQWR&KLQHVHPRWKHUV IURP7DLZDQDQG+RQJ
Kong in Canada (2011). +HU SDUWLFLSDQWV¶ GLVSRVLWLRQ WR VHWWOH WR UHWXUQ RU WR
re-PLJUDWH ZDV ODUJHO\ DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK WKHLU RIIVSULQJV¶ UHDFKLQJ DGXOWKRRG WKHLU
VSRXVHV¶ UHWLUHPHQW RU WKHLU RZQ SRLQW RI UHWLUHPHQW 7KH GRPLQDnt factor of an 
RIIVSULQJ¶VOLIHF\FOHLQDPLJUDQW¶s decision could also be found in, for example, Korean 
mothers who accompanied their children to study in Singapore (Kim, 2010); the time of 
UHWXUQHQWLUHO\GHSHQGHGRQWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VFRPSOHWLRQRIHGXFDWLRQ                
 
However, what is absent from most studies that have taken the family life cycle into 
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account is the influence in the life cycle of the older generation. This was perhaps 
EHFDXVHPLJUDQWV¶VLEOLQJVVKDUHGWKHUHVSRQVLELOLW\ WRZDUGV WKHROGHUJHQHUDWLRQVR
the impact of parental needs on the individual migrant was diluted, and became 
UHODWLYHO\LQVLJQLILFDQWFRPSDUHGWRWKHPLJUDQW¶VRZQQXFOHDUIDPLO\QHHGVLQWKHKRVW
country. Without the dynamic of a sibling, this study of transnational one-child families 
brought out the profound impDFW RI WKH SDUHQWV¶ OLIH F\FOH RQ the PLJUDQWV¶
decision-making process in terms of both benefit and responsibility. More specifically, 
the material and childcare contributions provided where parents were reasonably 
young and healthy was concentrated on the only child; so were the needs for 
emotional and practical care where parents were elderly and vulnerable. The lack of 
parental influence in other transnational families, however, indicated the impact of a 
sibling in reducing parental influence in a migraQW¶VORQJ-term migration pattern.     
 
7.1.3 Re-H[DPLQLQJ ³WUDGLWLRQDO &KLQHVH IDPLO\ YDOXHs´ LQ ³PRGHUQLVDWLRQ´ DQG
³JOREDOLVDWLRQ´ 
 
7KH RSSRVLWLRQ RI WKH ³WUDGLWLRQDO &KLQHVH´ DQG WKH ³PRGHUQ :HVW´ KDV EHHQ WKH
dominant discourse about &KLQD¶s journey to ³PRGHUQLVDWLRQ´VLQFH7KHIDPLO\
FDQ EH UHJDUGHG DV D VRFLDO ILHOG IRU REVHUYLQJ WKH SURJUHVV RI ³PRGHUQLVDWLRQ´ ,W
would be difficult to find a family cohort that experienced more radical changes from 
³WUDGLWLRQDO&KLQHVH´WR³PRGHUQ:HVW´ZLWKLQWZRJHnerations than the experience of 
the one-child families studied in this research. The macro-level ideological changes 
and the micro-level family dynamic changes are both powerful factors which have 
challenged ³WUDGLWLRQDO &KLQHVH IDPLO\ YDOXHs´ LQ WKH FRQWext of 21st Century 
³PRGHUQLVDWLRQ´DQG³JOREDOLVDWLRQ´  
 
In response to the research question -- How does this cohort understand and 
negotiate their responsibility to their parents -- this research has demonstrated an 
uneven change in the interpretation RI ³ILOLDO SLHW\´ DV SHUFHLYHG E\ SDUHQWV DQG
one-child migrants. The unevenness has mainly resulted from a separation of the 
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LQGLYLGXDO¶VILOLDObehaviour and filial feelings. For example, the material and practical 
exchange between the two generations demonstrated a reversal, a transfer from the 
older to the younger generation which went DJDLQVW WKH WUDGLWLRQDO VHQVH RI ³ILOLDO
SUDFWLFH´; but neither party felt such a UHYHUVDOWREH³XQILOLDO´+RZHYHUDOWKRXJKWKH
majority of one-child families did not expect the child to provide practical care when the 
parents were elderly, more children than parents were found to be resistant to the idea 
of a paid care service in replacement of the care from offspring (though whether their 
opposition will remain as steadfast when their parents come to need such care in the 
future is an open question).  
 
TKH VHQVH RI ³WUDGLWLRQDO &KLQHVH IDPLO\ YDOXHs´ZDV IRXQG WR EH SHUYDVLYH DPRQJ
one-child migrants. However, the moral awareness of family responsibility did not 
necessarily translate into clearly prescribed forms of action. A variety of factors 
interfered with or encouraged the discharging of filial piety between family members. In 
the case of transnational one-child families, distance, finance, communication 
technology and migration policy all acted as barriers or facilitators in the fulfilling of filial 
obligation. Therefore, the lack of observable filial actions did not mean that filial piety 
did not exist as an implied abstract notion among family members.                
 
There is no obvious or easy solution for one-child migrants to balance their aspirations 
in the UK and their filial responsibility in China. Participants showed different levels of 
physical and psychological struggle speaking from different stages of their migration 
H[SHULHQFH 7KH ³IDPLO\ YDOXH´ DQG ³ILOLDO GXW\´ SHUFHLYHG E\ YDULRXV IDPLOLHV
manifested itself in complex forms shaped by factors within and outside of the family. 
Having experienced life in a Western society, intergenerational expectations and 
responsibilities LQ WKHVH WUDQVQDWLRQDO IDPLOLHVGLGQRWVLPSO\EHFRPH³:HVWHUQLVHG´
,QVWHDGWKH³FRQWUDFW´EHWZHHQWKHWZRJHQHUDWLRQVVKRZHGDUHFRQILJXUHGUHFLSURFLW\
as an outcome of family adaptation.   
 
This research proposes a new approach to the examination of the Chinese family in 
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the 21st Century¶VNH\SKHQRPHQDRI ³PRGHUQLVDWLRQ´DQG³JOREDOLVDWLRQ´Eeyond the 
East/traditional versus West/modern argument. Families are versatile; households are 
found actively adapting in extreme practical and psychological conditions such as the 
one-child families in this study. Perhaps the sudden transformation of the domestic 
environment in China, and the engagement with the global community are not to be 
VHHQ DV ³WKUHDWV´ WR &KLQHVH IDPLOLHV ,QVWHDG these changes have provided the 
possibility of choices for a great number of families in China. The essential elements of 
the family have not changed; but the changing environment has enabled families to 
evolve sometimes sharply distinctive configurations, which were formerly restricted 
because of economic, political and social conditions.    
 
7.2 The family-migration nexus in the transnational social field 
    
The lives of increasing numbers of individuals can no longer be understood by 
looking only at what goes on within national boundaries. Our analytical lens must 
necessarily broaden and deepen because migrants are often embedded in 
multi-layered, multi-sited transnational social fields, encompassing those who move 
and those who stay behind. As a result, basic assumptions about social institutions 
such as the family, citizenship, and nation-states need to be revisited (Levitt and 





study are primarily examined as the only adult child in transnational families. But as 
the mLJUDQWV¶ KXPDQ VWRULHV XQIROG WKH VFRSH RI WKH DQDO\VLV H[WHQGHG EH\RQG WKH
³FXUUHQW KRVW FRXQWU\´ H[SHULHQFH 0LJUDQWV¶ IRUPHU FXUUHQW DQG IXWXUH LGHQWLWLHV LQ
China, in the UK or in another (potential) country all have different levels of impact on 
migUDQWV¶ VHWWOHPHQW GHFLVLRQV WKHVH GHFLVLRQV LQ WXUQ VKDSH WKH LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO





Without being limited to a certain theoretical field, the research questions that have 
driven this study find their theoretical conceptual and empirical reference in both 
migration studies and family studies. The fields of reference have been historical, 
sociological and socio-economic. Therefore no one theoretical framework can 
encapsulate the empirical findings of the current research into how the UK Chinese 
one-child migrants of a middle class background balance their aspirations in the host 
country with their filial obligations in a rapidly developing China. From all of which it 
follows that it was logically necessary to synthesise the specific elements in the 
absence of any one overarching theory. This study is a demonstration of using a 
transnational social field lens to incorporate existing theories into a cluster of tools that 
continue to serve as explanations, or are to be tested and modified by the empirical 
findings. 
 
Although few can deny the benefit of a transnational perspective in studies about 
cross-border activities, the sustainability of the transnational field itself has been 
subject to questions and debate, more specifically to do with the (in)compatibility of 
transnationalism and assimilation/integration. Families represent the most intimate 
form of a transnational social field. Transnational families in this study have shown 
intense circulation of material resources, emotion and care forged by the biological 
bond and family contract. Both types of connections do not exist in other forms of the 
transnational field. This kind of transnational ties has shown its dynamic by both 
VXSSRUWLQJ DQG GLVFRXUDJLQJ WKH PLJUDQWV¶ LQWHJUDWLRQ LQ KRVW FRXQWU\ )RU H[DPSOH
SDUHQWDOILQDQFLDOVXSSRUWKHOSHGWKHPLJUDQWV¶VPRRWKWUDQVLWLRQLQWRHPSOR\PHQWDQG
property ownership in the UK, yet such parental support reinforFHGWKHPLJUDQWV¶VHQVH
of responsibility to parents in China, thus the support brought uncertainty to their 
settlement commitment in the UK. Therefore, the level of intensity of transnational ties, 
DQGWKHOHYHORIPLJUDQWV¶LQWHJUDWLRQLQWKHKRVWVRFLHWy, do not simply correlate lineally, 
i.e. stronger transnational ties do not necessarily weaken local assimilation, and 
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diminishing transnational ties do not always correlate with a more strongly integrated 
migrant cohort.      
    
However, what counts as HYLGHQFHIRUD³GLPLQLVKLQJ´WUDQVQDWLRQDOWLH"%\DQDO\VLQJ
the intergenerational relationship over the life course of migrants and their parents, this 
study revealed a subtle distinction between observable transnational behaviour and 
transnational imagination. This distinction is best attested in the separation of filial 
behaviour and filial feeling found in one-child Chinese transnational families. As 
demonstrated in previous sections, the actions, such as international travel, use of 
ICTs and the (less common) material transfer from migrants to their parents, and how 
the two generations feel about this arrangement, need to be interpreted together to 
produce a more comprehensible understanding about the versatile connections in 
transnational families. MigUDQWV¶ LPDJLQHG HQWLWOHPHQW DQG UHVSRQVLELOLW\ LQ
transnational families, which changes with the family life cycle, shape the intensity and 
sustainability of that transnational social field.    
 
Finally, the family-migration nexus contributes to the refinePHQWRI:DQJ *XQJZX¶V
FRQFHSWRI ³PLJUDQWKRRG´$VEULHIO\PHQWLRQHG LQWKHEHJLQQLQJRI WKH WKHVLV:DQJ
distinguished student-turned-migrants from traditionally defined migrants who leave 
³WKHLUKRPHZLWKRXWLQWHQGLQJWRUHWXUQ´6WXGHQWVDUHQRWPLJUDQWs. But being a student 
PD\ OHDG WR ³GHOD\HG´ PLJUDWLRQ ³0LJUDQWKRRG´ LV WKH FRQGLWLRQ RI D PLJUDQW LQ WKH
VSDFH ³EHWZHHQ WKDW RI D VWXGHQW DQG WKDW RI D PLJUDQW´ :DQJ  :DQJ
argues that the post-student migrants are flexible and unpredictable because they 
respond to the global demand for skills. Migrants in this study have shown that an 
LQGLYLGXDO¶VVWXG\DEURDGGHFLVLRQDQGPLJUDWLRQGHFLVLRQFDQKDYHWLPHODSVUDQJLQJ
from months to years. The switch from students to professional migrant status largely 
GHSHQGVXSRQWKHLQGLYLGXDO¶VDVSLUDWLRQIRUHGXFDWLRQDQGFDUHHUDGYDQFHPHQWDWD
transnational level. In this respect, the current study confirms this relatively 
XQGHUGHYHORSHG WHUP³PLJUDQWKRRG´ZKLFKGHVFULEHVSRVW-VWXGHQWPLJUDQWVDV ³WKH







to justify/help their settlement in the host country. For example, the strongly expressed 
commitment to look after parents in China (in the future) reduces the sense of guilt of 
PLJUDQWV¶ QRW EHLQJ ZLWK SDUHQWV QRZ WKXV MXVWLILHV WKH PLJUDQWV¶ FKRLFH RI
(temporarily) focusing on their life in the host country. At a nation-state level, the 
Chinese government is actively fostering its transnational ties with skill-bearing, 
overseas-educated migrants. Instead of calling overseas Chinese to return to China 
DQG ZRUN WKH VWDWH¶V QDUUDWLYHV KDYH VKRZQ D VKLIW WRZDUGV NHHSLQJ WKH FRKRUW¶V
³PLJUDQWKRRG´ LWYLHZVRYHUVHDV&KLQHVHDVDVRFLR-political asset which may be of 
long-term benefit to China. Therefore, at the individual, familial and nation-state level, 
³PLJUDQWKRRG´LVDVLJQLILFDQWFRQFHSWZKLFKGHVHUYHVPRUHDFDGHPLFDWWHQWLRQ  
    
7.3 Practical implications 
 
China provides the greatest number of international fee-paying students in British 
universities as well as in other major English-speaking countries. It is in the British 
XQLYHUVLWLHV¶economic interest to attract a greater share of the international education 
PDUNHW7KH³GHYDOXDWLRQ´RIDQRYHUVHDVTXDOLILFDWLRQLQFluding a British qualification) 
in the Chinese job market is a barrier that may lead to the mis-representation of British 
education among Chinese students who want to study abroad. 
 
One way for the UK returnees to be in a better position in the Chinese job market 
(particularly against other returnees) is to gain some work experience before returning 
to China. However, the growing difficulty of applying for a work visa, or of switching 
from a student visa to a work visa in the UK has limited such a possibility. The lack of 
possible routes to extend the VWXGHQWV¶stay in the host country is also likely to reduce 




Furthermore, as shown earlier, the restricted work visa scheme and relatively easier 
student visa application directed non-DXWKHQWLF ³VWXGHQWV´ ZKR DFWXDOO\ ZLVKHG WR
ZRUN LQWR WKH ³VWXGHQW´ FDWHJRU\ 7KLV JURXS RI ³VWXGHQWV´ was exposed to the 
exploitation of ³language schools´ or bogus universities. Unable to find a job or obtain 
D ZRUN YLVD ZKHQ WKHVH ³VWXGHQWV´ UHWXUQHG WR &KLQD they discovered that their 
so-FDOOHG ³TXDOLILFDWLRQ´ had little or no value, and the reputation of an overseas 
HGXFDWLRQ LQ WKH &KLQHVH SXEOLF¶V SHUFHSWLRQ suffered accordingly. However, this 
³ORVH-ORVH´VLWXDWLRQFRXOGKDYHEHHQavoided had the work route been available.     
 
Among other things, this research set out to investigate the one-FKLOG PLJUDQWV¶
relationship with their parents in China; the findings suggested that there was a 
substantial negative impact of the restricted British migration policy with regard to 
family reunification. Without a long-term residence visa, parents were found travelling 
frequently between China and the UK to provide childcare with a 6-PRQWKVYLVLWRU¶V
YLVD7KHVH³IO\LQJJUDQGSDUHQWV´FRQWULEXWHd to the reduction of local childcare service 
SURYLGHUV¶SUHVVXUHDQGHQVXUHGWKDWWKHLUDGXOWFKLOGUHQVSHQWPRUHWLPHGRLQJWKHLU
jobs. However, the visa system treated parents as narrowly ³HOGHUO\ GHSHQGHQW´
without realising how much these parents contributed to the British economy by 
helping their migrant child with British education and property purchasing, and the 
further positive impact these parents could bring to the welfare of the one-child 
PLJUDQWV¶IDPLO\LQWKH8.  
 
Since the turn of the century, a declining birth rate and the ageing of the population has 
been a major concern in Asia especially among the countries with a growing economy. 
The relaxation of the one-child policy in November 2013 and the official end of the 
policy in October 2015 did not lead to an increase in the birth rate as expected by the 
Chinese government. On the contrary, the birth rate in China GURSSHGIURPÅLQ
 WR Å in 2015 (National Bureau of Statistics of the PRC, 2016, 2013). 
Therefore it is still likely that most couples will have only one child. With the growing 
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mobility in the Chinese population the phenomenon of the transnational one-child 
Chinese family is thus likely to be sustained in the foreseeable future. 
 
The geographical dispersal of small nuclear families against a traditionally 
family-oriented culture is not exclusive to China. The neighbouring countries such as 
Japan, South Korea and Singapore have a deeply embedded Confucian patrilineal 
familial culture; they have lower birth rates and a longer modern international migration 
history than China. Therefore, this research serves as a point of comparison with how 
Asian families as a micro-level unit, cope with/actively respond to the challenges and 
opportunities available in modernisation and globalisation.  
 
7.4 A note of caution and future research recommendations 
 
This research sought to explore in-depth the diversity of middle class one-child 
PLJUDQWV¶ H[SHULHnces, especially in relation to their parents. The generalisability of 
these findings is clearly limited. The sample was recruited in the UK, primarily among 
those who had a degree and a job. Although a small number of students (5) was 
included, the overall investigation was biased towards the experience of those 
Chinese students who remained in the UK after graduation. Given that half of the 
sample (17 out of 33) graduated from a Russell Group university, the sample reflected 
a relatively successful cohort in terms of education and career. Whether such a highly 
educated, professional profile is consistent with the career mobility of the 
post-education Chinese migrants in the UK, needs to be compared with UK national 
level statistics about the professional migrants from mainland China; such data were 
unavailable at the time of the research.  
 
The gender perspective of transnational one-FKLOG IDPLOLHV¶ IXWXUH UHODWLRQVKLS
remained under investigated largely because of the unbalanced gender profile among 
the married participants in the sample. Especially with 7 one-child mothers and only 1 
one-child father, it was difficult to make any meaningful gender comparisons in terms 
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RIWKHLPSDFWRIPDUULDJHDQGSDUHQWKRRGRQDPLJUDQW¶VVHQVHRIILOLDOSLHW\ An effort 
was made during the recruitment with the intention to have a relatively 
gender-balanced sample at different life stages, however, the researcher had to accept 
what was given. Therefore, the analysis and discussion on the gender perspective in 
this research had to compromise with the shortage of married/parent male 
participants.      
 
Further research is needed to elaborate on the findings in this study in terms of its 
vertical and horizontal dimensions. A longitudinal research design is necessary to 
investigate the future development of transnational one-child families. A study of the 
same migrants/families over time would provide more accurate accounts of the impact 
of the family life cycle on the migration decision-making process. A longitudinal 
approach would also provide an opportunity to compare the intergenerational contract 
between one-child migrants and their British-born children with the intergenerational 
contract between one-child migrants and their parents in China. Apart from a long-term 
approach, future research into new Chinese migration could usefully focus on 
intergenerational relations in other contexts. For example, in those cases where 
parents migrated with adult child(ren), and the cases where the only children returned 
to China to be near their parents.  
 
Nevertheless, notes of caution and the identification of research gaps will not 
sufficiently demonstrate the complexity of intergenerational changes in Chinese 
migration, nor is any research capable of accurately predicting individuals¶ responses 
to the socioeconomic changes in their immediate, as well as, global environment. As 
the world is becoming more closely connected and our investigations into various 
aspects of this world continue, it is almost impossible to cover the full spectrum of a 
subject/cohort/phenomena in a single research project. This research focuses on the 
family as a social field to observe cultural-value changes across time and space. In 
this sense, the family acts as an intermediate unit between individual mobility and the 
global society. But it is certainly not the only intermediate unit; other units such as 
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companies and educational institutions are also significant in the complex of 
multi-level socioeconomic mobility changes. As future research continues in its 
attempt to complete the puzzle of migration and transnational mobility, it is important to 
keep in mind that we remain multidimensional individuals living, as the poet said, in a 
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Thank you very much for completing the online questionnaire. 
 
My name is Mengwei Tu. I am a PhD student in Sociology in the University of Kent. 
I am doing a research about the Chinese migrants in the UK, particularly those who 
are from one-child families, highly educated and working as professionals. You will find 
more detail about me through the link at the bottom of the email.  
Your basic information matches the criteria of the cohort I am studying, therefore I 
would like to invite you to take part in an interview. The content of the interview will be 
about your upbringing in China, your decision to go abroad, your life in the UK and 
your relationship with your parents. The interview is likely to last for around an hour, 
preferably face-to-face, at a place that is most convenient to you. The content of the 
interview will be strictly confidential and it will be used for academic purpose only.  
Your involvement means a great deal to this study. I appreciate the time you have 
already spent on completing the questionnaire, and I sincerely hope to learn more 
about your life and experience. If you are interested in taking part in the interview, 
please reply to this email and we can arrange a possible date. If you have any 
questions related to the research, I will be happy to answer them.  
 
I look forward to hearing from you! 
 
Yours sincerely,  
Mengwei Tu 
School of Social Policy, Sociology and Social Research 
University of Kent 
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Appendix 3: Interview Questions for Migrant Children 
 
Section1: Before going abroad 
 
1. Could you tell me something about your upbringing? 
z Relationship with parents 
z Peer pressure 
 
2. How did you come to the decision to come to the UK? 
z 3DUHQW¶VLQIOXHQFH 
z Information source 
z Major aspirations  
 
3. What was your plan for settlement or return at that time? 
 
4. Did any of your peers go abroad to study/work? Are they still in the UK? 
 
5. What were your career plans, if any? 
 
Section 2: Life in the UK 
 
6. What is your study/work/social life like in the UK? 
z Adjustment into the British society   
z Coping strategy 
z 3DUHQW¶VKHOS 
 
7. (If applicable) Why did you remain in the UK after finishing your study (What 
options did you consider?)?  
 
8. What is your future plan in the UK (career, family)? 
 
9. Where do you identify as home? 
 
10. How often do you go back to visit China and what is your experience about each 
visit? 
z Changes in environment, friends and family 
z The contrast between life in the UK and in China 
z View towards the Chinese State 
 
Section 3: Relationship with parents 
 
11. How do your parents feel about you remaining in the UK? 
 




13. To what extent do you think your parents have supported your life in the UK, both 
financially and emotionally? 
 
14. Do you send your parents (or any other relatives) any remittances? 
 
15. What does filial piety mean to you? 
 
16. Have you thought about how to look after your parents in the future? 
 
17. Do you feel there is a conflict between what you want to do in your life and what 
you should do for your parents? If so, how do you cope with it? 
 
18. (For only-children): Do you think your migration experience would be significantly 
different if you had had a sibling? If so, how? 
 
(For non-only-children): Do you think your migration experience would be 
significantly different if you had been an only child? If so, how?
 314 
 




1. Can you tell me about how you brought up your child? 
z Expectations of academic and career achievement 
z Parenting style 
 
2. Do you think your child has met your expectation? 
 
3. If your child were of a different gender, would you have treated your child 
differently? 
 




5. Why did you send your child to study abroad? 
 
6. When your child was about to leave China, what was your plan (and what were 
your worries, if any)?  
 
7. 'XULQJ\RXUFKLOG¶V\HDUVRYHUVHDVGR\RX IHHODQ\FKDQJH LQ\RXU UHODWLRQVKLS
with your child? (If so, please specify.) 
 
8. What do you think is the impact of distance on your family? 
 
9. Do you want your child to return to China in the future? 
 
Section 3: Retirement plan 
 
10. Have you been to the UK?  
z If so, what was your experience in the UK? 
z If not, would you like to go there in the future? 
 
11. How have you planned your retirement?  
z Short-term plan 
z Long-term care plan (when you are very elderly and need intensive care) 
 
12. Would you consider moving to the UK and join your child permanently if conditions 
allowed? 
 




13. What does filial piety mean to you?  
z Your filial obligation to your parents 
z Your filial expectation from your child 
 
14. What is your opinion on the generational changes following the economic reform 
and the one-child policy? 
 












The objective of the research is to collect information about mainland 
Chinese in the UK, with regard to their background, motivation to go 
abroad, experience in the UK, relationship with family and friends in China, 
as well as other aspects of their everyday life in the UK. 
The interview will be digitally recorded. The recordings and 
transcriptions will be stored safely where the researcher has the sole 
access. After the analysis is complete, data will be archived in a secure 
place. 
The researcher can be contacted by the email and telephone number 
at the bottom of the form should the participant have any inquiry in the 






























z I understand that my participation is voluntary that I am free to withdraw at any 








z I understand that the contents shared between interviewee and interviewer will 
remain strictly confidential, and that the subsequent use of data will protect the 
















Mengwei Tu  
School of Social Policy, Sociology and Social Research 
University of Kent 
Email:mt362@kent.ac.uk 
Tel 07557409502 
 
 
